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Abstract: Open educational resource (OER) initiatives have opened new avenues for educational opportunities, yet OER
adoption levels globally remain low. Two significant obstacles to more widespread adoption of OER are the challenge of
internet connectivity that nearly half the world’s population still faces, and the lack of locally-relevant (e.g. in terms of
language and curricula) OER resources. This article’s contribution is twofold. First, it presents a qualitative landscape analysis
of existing primary- and secondary-level Arabic-language digital OERs and of the initiatives that provide these resources.
Second, it details applied research via a case study, wherein appropriate resources identified in the analysis were
subsequently curated for inclusion in an offline digital library currently being used in schools in Northeast Syria that offers
all Open resources. Results from the landscape analysis indicate a limited quantity of Arabic-language OER content available
for primary and secondary education. Furthermore, multiple challenges hinder the adoption of OER in resource-constrained
settings. Accordingly, recommendations are made that could help to improve these resources' ability to be used, particularly
drawing from the article’s applied case study for examples. Given the case study’s application of providing locally-relevant
OER resources in an offline setting, this article provides a real-world example of furthering open e-learning, despite
infrastructural, linguistic, and socio-political challenges. As such, it advances research supporting innovative e-learning
practice, and should be of interest for scholars and practitioners interested in furthering the adoption of open e-learning in
low-resource settings globally.
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1. Introduction

Open Educational Resources (OERs) are often advocated as a means to increase educational opportunities and
advance educational equity, helping educators and students overcome barriers such as physical distance,
affordability, and other socio-economic and cultural challenges (Willems and Bossu, 2012). Nonetheless, uptake
and acceptance of OERs globally have remained at low levels, particularly outside of English-speaking
communities (Karakaya and Karakaya, 2020). Multiple barriers to adoption have been identified, including lack
of awareness, policy issues, infrastructural capabilities, (perceptions of) quality, and localization factors such as
language and cultural considerations (Abbad, Morris and de Nahlik, 2009; Uzuner, 2009; Hassler and Jackson,
2010; Karakaya and Karakaya, 2020; Peneder and Walcher, 2020; Tlili, et al., 2020).

Given the diversity of economic, political, cultural, geographic, and infrastructural realities, the Arab region is a
particularly interesting case study of the successes and limitations of OERs (Eshet-Alkalai and Aydin, 2009) with
multiple countries in the Arab region raking in both the top-10 and lowest-10 GDP per capita lists (World Bank,
2023). Not surprisingly, literacy and educational attainment rates vary widely within the region (United Nations
Development Program [UNDP], 2023). One potential outcome, which partially motivated the present study,
arises from the disparity seen within the region, contrasted with the potential to address one of the most
identified barriers to adoption—a commonly spoken language. In other words, since Arabic is spoken by over
260 million people, and is the major language used across the entire Arab world (Kaye, 2018), the opportunity
would seem to exist for the creation of OERs in Arabic, by the Arab countries with very high per capita GDPs and
educational attainment, that could also benefit those less well-off across the region.

Moreover, while the Arab region accounts for 5% of the global population, its people represent 32% of global
refugees and 38% of people internally displaced due to conflict (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and
Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2019). Since displacement and conflict have negative effects overall on
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educational continuity and attainment, a strong argument can be made for harnessing the advantages of OER in
the Arab region, in terms of cost savings and enabling distance learning. However, OERs are generally shared
and disseminated digitally, via the Internet, which presents its own barriers in reaching those who are most in
need of accessible, free educational materials. Approximately half of the adult population across the Arab States
region does not use the internet, which places the region overall in line with global levels of internet use
(International Telecommunications Union [ITU], 2020). The percentage of internet users is even lower among
rural, less literate, and lower income populations across the region (ITU, 2020), not to mention for those
displaced by civil unrest or conflict. Mustafa (2013) reports that online Arabic materials in general (not just OER)
make up barely 3% of total Internet content. This demonstrates the critical need for more Arabic information to
be published online in general, and as open content in particular.

Given internet connectivity challenges for nearly half the world’s population, exploring strategies for reaching
offline populations was the second motivating factor in our research. Here are the research questions addressed
in this article: (1) What are the prospects and challenges of utilizing Arabic-language Open Educational Resources
(OER) for primary and secondary education in the Arab region, particularly in offline environments; and (2) How
can these resources be effectively curated and implemented to address educational disparities and connectivity
issues?

To address these research questions, the study informing this article undertook a landscape analysis of OER
initiatives and resources, that were online, in Arabic, or originating from the Arab region, and that were targeting
primary and secondary educational levels. Further analysis was performed to determine the geographic location
of the initiatives, whether they were public or private, and whether the content they produced was copyrighted,
open, OER, or something in-between, and finally, assessed the resources’ suitability for offline use. The article
makes a further original contribution to the literature with applied research by curating the identified content
into an offline digital library for use in schools in Northeast Syria.

While there have been a limited number of studies of the current status of OER adoption and use in the Arab
region (see e.g. Eshet-Alkalai and Aydin, 2009; Jemni and Khribi, 2016; Tlili, et al., 2020; Adil, et al, 2024; Elnaglah
and Abbas, 2024) all of these studies are focused at the university level, which mirrors the academic-level
emphasis within the scholarly literature on OERs more generally. Therefore, to the best of our knowledge this is
the first study to focus on OER intended for primary and secondary level education across the entire Arab region,
or to examine OER’s potential to be used in an offline environment. It takes a further novel step by utilizing the
discovered resources in a real-world application, not only adding to the scholarly literature but also contributing
to the dissemination and use of OER/Open Access resources in the Arab region, and doing so with real-world
examples that Ministries of Education could emulate or adopt. Given the absence of scholarly study of OERs in
Arabic at the primary and secondary level, combined with the novel presentation of real-world application of
OERs at the primary and secondary level, this paper makes a significant contribution to the gap in the literature
in this area.

The remainder of the article is organized as follows: after an overview of the literature on OER and its challenges
in the Arab context, the methodology and findings section are presented and discussed. The article concludes
with recommendations, based on the findings.

2. Review of Relevant Literature

While developed countries have faced challenges in adopting OERs, the challenges are proving even greater for
developing countries, where OER adoption is significantly lower (Hatakka, 2009; Karakaya and Karakaya, 2020;
Peneder and Walcher, 2020). One fundamental challenge facing the OER movement in developing countries is
the absence of infrastructure needed to access them, including electricity and internet connectivity. Data show
that across the Least Developed Countries (LDCs), only one-third of primary schools have electricity, and an even
greater number lack the internet connections and the information and communications technologies (ICTs) that
could be used for pedagogical purposes (United Nations [UN], 2023). Approximately two-thirds of the world’s
primary and secondary school-age children have no internet access in their households, which left 1.3 billion
children disconnected and out of schools during the COVID-19 pandemic era (United Nations Children’s Fund
[UNICEF], 2020).

Still, utilizing OERs requires more than mere availability of connectivity and ICTs, as meaningful usage of
technology requires more than access (Hosman and Pérez Comisso, 2020), as there are human, socio-cultural,
pedagogical, and support issues to be taken into account in addition to infrastructural considerations
(Mirzamohammadi, 2017). In addition to mere access, specific skill-sets must be present in order for users to
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discover, use, distribute, and adapt these resources. These skill-sets encompass both information literacy and
digital literacy. Information literacy, as defined by the American Library Association, is the ability to identify,
locate, evaluate, and use information. Digital literacy is the ability to meaningfully use digital tools, such as
smartphones, computers, and the internet. Neither information literacy nor digital literacy is likely to be
developed in offline, low-resource settings where access to relevant, trustworthy information is a challenge, nor
is it likely to be fostered by profit-motivated internet providers.

2.1 Literature on OERs and the Challenge of Localization

Literacy skills have traditionally been built in an educational setting, underscoring the importance of training
teachers in order to build these skills among the burgeoning youth population across the developing world
(Hosman, Gémez-Zermefio, and Aleman de la Garza, 2020). To create a more just future, Tang and Bao (2020)
emphasize the importance of building teachers' digital skills in order to be able to adapt OERs to fit their teaching
context, while Sa’di et al. (2022) assert that students’ skill-sets, learning styles and study habits also need
transformation to smooth their transition to digital forms of learning. These empowering skill sets--digital and
information literacy--require higher order capabilities that can only be developed over time, with practice, and
with access to relevant, useful information (Hosman and Pérez Comisso, 2020).

Digital and information literacy capabilities influence educators' ability to make use of OERs to serve their
learners' educational needs. Researchers use the term “localization” or “contextualization” to describe the
ability to modify an OER to meet language, cultural, or educational levels, so that an OER is useful in a particular
context (Smith, 2009). The creation of OERs in and for one context may result in social and cultural barriers that
prevent educators and learners in other contexts from using and adapting OERs (Richter and McPherson, 2012;
Willems and Bossu, 2012; Cobo, 2013). Those barriers are often rooted in areas of language, history, and socio-
economic realities.

Contextualization is one of the most significant and complex challenges facing OERs' global adoption (Kanwar,
Kodhandaraman and Umar, 2010; Wiley, Bliss and McEwen, 2014; Karakaya and Karakaya, 2020; Peneder and
Walcher, 2020). It raises the challenging question of who is doing the localization. For example, translation into
other languages is a good starting point for localizing OERs. Yet, as Karakaya and Karakaya (2020) point out, mere
translation may be insufficient if it lacks cultural nuance. To wit, Arabic is an official or co-official language across
25+ countries, each with their own unique cultures. In an ideal scenario, being the experts on their own
communities, end-users of OERs would be able to change and adapt them to meet their own needs. However,
using OERs and creating or adapting OERs require two very distinct skill sets, with the latter requiring high levels
of digital and information literacy skills. This presents a dilemma, as the skill sets required to localize OERs are
difficult to develop in low-resource contexts where OERs stand to have the most impact.

Thus, the process of localizing a resource depends a great deal on the skills of the users. lvins (2011) explored
the factors most salient to the process of localizing OERs in Nepal, concluding that only a local can localize, and
highlighted the difficulty of addressing social and cultural aspects through localizing foreign resources. Cobo
(2013) analyzed English, Spanish, and Portuguese OER queries from 2007-2011, and while he identified a growing
interest in OER from non-English speaking sources, he also found a widening language gap—the quantity of
English-language OER is growing at a much faster pace than in any other language. In fact, Klemke et al. (2010)
argue that the massive focus on improving English/Western OERs without investing in building the capacities of
local educators in developing countries could relegate developing countries to the role of knowledge consumers
instead of knowledge contributors.

2.2 Literature on OERs in the Arab Region

To date, a limited number of scholarly studies have focused specifically on OER in the Arab region. Hoosen (2012)
reported the results of a survey on governments' OER policies conducted by the Commonwealth of Learning
(COL) and UNESCO. The survey results were gathered from 82 countries through their ministries of education.
The results showed that language, cultural diversity, and understanding of copyrights are the main challenges
for OER utilization in Arab countries (Hoosen, 2012). Yet, applying these findings to the entirety of the Arab
region is problematic since only nine responses were received from eight Arab states.

Five years after Hoosen’s report, Jemni and Khribi (2017) documented the Arab League Educational, Cultural
and Scientific Organization (ALECSO)’s ongoing and planned activities to prompt the creation and use of OERs
by and for people in the Arab region. They reported an absence of policy to encourage an OER emphasis across
the Arab region, as well as the lack of OER development and use in Arab countries, especially in the Arabic
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language (Jemni and Khribi, 2017). Moreover, they cited the low levels of requisite skill sets for using ICTs as
hindrances to OER resource creation and use.

Three years subsequent to Jemni and Khribi’s study, Tlili et al. (2020) conducted a similar study focusing on the
Arab region, which was sponsored by ALECSO. The main goal of the study was to identify gaps in creating and
adopting OERs in the Arab region and to provide recommendations for the future. The data was collected
through a survey that was disseminated by ALECSO to all Arab countries. The research collected 735 responses
from 22 Arab countries, with 57% of the responses coming from Palestine, Saudi Arabia, and Bahrain. It is
important to note that due to the methods used, responses were collected from individuals who were already
interested in OER adoption.

Tlili et al. (2020) highlighted the unequal progression of the OER movement within Arab countries. They stressed
the importance of raising awareness around OERs, specifically around open licenses and their role in protecting
OER publishers. Eight years after Hoosen’s 2012 survey, Tlili et al. (2020) still found a scarcity in initiatives and
policies that support OER adoption in the Arab region. They identified 11 initiatives that contribute to the OER
movement by either creating open universities or developing OER repositories and Massive Open Online Course
(MOOQOC) providers. Most of these initiatives serve higher education. Furthermore, their results showed that OERs
are most often used in their original form, without any localization or contextualization taking place (Tlili, et al.,
2020). This finding should not come as a surprise, given the Catch-22-style challenge described above.

Addressing the localization challenge raised above is a complex endeavor: How can a local localize if they lack
the requisite technology and skill sets? How can these skill sets be built in resource-constrained locations? These
are precisely the challenges that the SolarSPELL initiative, highlighted in this article, seeks to address (Hosman,
2018). Given the paucity of research around OERs in the Arab region, the present article adds to this literature
by exploring and analyzing the available open access primary and secondary school-level resources in Arabic.

3. Context and Application of the Study: SolarSPELL offline Digital Library for Northeast
Syria

The SolarSPELL Library Initiative at Arizona State University (ASU) aims to address educational challenges facing
remote communities globally with a unique approach: combining ultra-portable, solar-powered, localized,
offline digital libraries with teacher-training to build both digital skills and information literacy. SolarSPELL
libraries enable offline access to a collection of curated localized resources, all of which are open-access or
permission has been obtained add them to the library and redistribute them. SolarSPELL’s activities also
emphasize impact evaluation to inform continual improvement of all aspects of the initiative (Hosman, et al.,
2020; Hosman, Gomez-Zermefio, and Aleman de la Garza, 2020).

In all cases, the SolarSPELL initiative works closely with local partners to determine the appropriate content to
meet the educational needs of the libraries’ users. In 2021, the SolarSPELL team began working with the
Department of Education in the Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria (AANES), and together, they
began identifying and co-curating content for a library that is currently being piloted in secondary schools in the
AANES region as of 2023.

The SolarSPELL library for use in AANES was to be trilingual to match the languages spoken in the region: Arabic,
Kurdish, and Syriac. Nonetheless, given the significantly larger number of digital resources available in Arabic,
and the ability for the team to identify Arabic-speakers among ASU students who contribute to every aspect of
the university-based initiative, both teams agreed to begin the OER/Open Access resource-identification process
with a survey of the existing initiatives offering resources in Arabic. This survey of existing Arabic language
OER/Open Access initiatives constitutes the original research informing this article. The second stage of the
research activity--the applied portion--was the curating of the identified content into the SolarSPELL library for
use in AANES schools.

4. Methodology

The research informing this article was exploratory in nature and novel as a landscape analysis of existing Arabic
language OER/Open Access initiatives and resources available. In contrast, all of the other articles cited in this
paper that focused on the Arab region administered surveys to government officials and other experts to inform
their research. While there is value in taking a top-down approach, surveying experts and officials relies on their
generosity of time, knowledge of existing resources, and presents a different vantage point from the aim of the
present study, which is directly identifying and curating available resources.
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This article makes a further contribution by focusing on identifying OER/Open Access content in Arabic that
serves primary and secondary level learners and educators, as opposed to serving higher education-level
learners. The process of identifying initiatives, and subsequently curating the available digital Arabic resources
constitutes the original applied research contribution of this article.

Our research stands on Hilton Ill et al’'s (2010) conceptual assumption that the openness of educational
resources is not a binary concept, but rather is a gradual, multidimensional concept that depends on several
legal, technical, and social factors. Hence, to bring a clear understanding of the available Arabic OERs, we
explored both the resources and initiatives that provide at least free open access to Arabic primary and
secondary school-level educational content.

As Frith (2009) laments, there is no comprehensive database or other existing system that would allow for an
exhaustive search of open access resources, and this has not changed in the intervening 15 years. Because there
is no database that would give signals about the nature of the resources, Smith (2012) exhorts researchers that
the next step must be evaluation of identified resources as an integral part of the search process, particularly
given the uncontrolled environment of the internet.

Therefore, in identifying OER/Open Access educational resources, part of the curation process involved assessing
the creators of this content to understand where and by whom it was produced. Subsequently, the identified
initiatives were categorized according to: sector (i.e. public, private, or nonprofit/non-governmental
organization [NGOY]); country of origin; type of contribution (creation or curation); and business model (non-
profit or for-profit). The resources provided by the initiatives were categorized by: topical/focal area; format or
type; and intended audience. The resources were subsequently evaluated as to whether they were at least open
access in terms of copyright, and therefore could be added to the SolarSPELL Middle East Education Library.

The twofold process included first identifying any websites or repositories with OER/Open Access Arabic
language content. Next, the resources that were determined to be open access, educational, and culturally-
appropriate were curated, cataloged, and meta-data tagged, in order to be added to the SolarSPELL offline digital
library for use in AANES schools. The search for this information was conducted from October to November 2021
and the database containing the search results can be accessed at the following URL (Resources Database), also
accessible in Appendix A.

4.1 Data Collection

The data which this research draws upon were collected through the following steps. First, a list was created of
the OER/Open Access initiatives that are well known for their primary and secondary school-aged, educational,
online free resources. Then, Google Search was used as the main platform to search for other OER/Open Access
initiatives. Google Search is the world’s most popular website and search engine, holding a 92% dominance of
the global search engine industry, with over 4.5 billion daily searches (Google Search Statistics, 2021). Google's
search engine has detected more than 30 trillion unique URLs on the Web, scans 20 billion sites each day, and
processes 100 billion searches per month (Google Search Statistics, 2021). While not frequently employed as the
search engine of choice to inform academic studies, in this case it was appropriate, given both Google’s ability
to locate more sites than any other search engine, and the fact that the subject of our search itself was not
scholarly in nature.

Seven main queries were used to search the Google platform. Queries are the words or phrases entered into
search engines and directories to find specific results (Cobo, 2013). The queries were formulated and conducted
in Arabic and reflect the appropriate terminology in the Arabic language that do not directly translate to the
English terminology that would be used to describe similar resources. These queries were created by the native
Arabic speakers among the authors of this article and were designed to thoroughly scour the available resources
in Arabic that are discoverable via Google search. Table 1 reveals the Arabic queries and their translations into
English.

Table 1: Arabic queries used in searching for open educational resources and their translations into English

English Translation Arabic Queries

Open learning platforms in Arabic seszpdlig Jder sa)ladrdlcl

Free e-learning platforms in Arabic beszedisg ddescy )il edd dea Slos
Free educational courses sdme gy ) 50

Scholarships for distance learning g s dg b
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English Translation Arabic Queries
Open learning initiatives 7 s ladgdll ol
School learning resources bigmdp bpEs ) s
School Education Tools suvedl@gdd 5ol

The Google search results were examined to identify the initiatives that met all of the following criteria:

e Provide Arabic language content
e  Offer resources that serve primary and secondary school-age learners and/or their educators
e Provide free access to educational resources

This study elected not to include educational tools such as applications, open source software, or licensing tools,
as they were beyond the scope of this research and the SolarSPELL initiative’s work. Peer-reviewed resources
were also reviewed for additional initiatives that were not discovered using Google search.

Subsequently, from the final list of identified initiatives, further meta-data were specified in two main categories.
The first category was related to the initiative itself. This included the name of the initiative, the nature of the
initiative (is it a resource-creating or resource-curating initiative), and the name and type of the organization
that sponsors this initiative (governmental, NGO, private, grassroots social initiative). The other category was
related to the resources themselves, including topics, audience, format, and license.

5. Results

The high-level takeaways from this research are herein described, whilst the subsequent sections provide more
detail and discussion of the findings. Using the methods discussed, 33 initiatives providing “at least free access”
for Arabic educational resources that serve primary and secondary school-level learners or educators were
identified. The identified initiatives come from 9 out of 22 Arab countries. Most of the initiatives identified were
private sector (either for-profit entities or non-profit NGOs), while the number of government initiatives
contributing to OER/Open Access resources was much smaller.

The majority of initiatives identified are creating teaching and learning materials, as opposed to curating such
materials. Among the 33 initiatives identified, there were several focus areas. Most of the initiatives focused on
curriculum support, followed by content focused on language and reading. Additionally, most of the initiatives
focused on content for primary and secondary students, while fewer focused on educators’ professional
development.

5.1 Landscape Analysis of Arabic Language OER/Open Access Initiatives

While most of the 33 Arabic OER/Open Access initiatives originated from within the Arab region, there are some
initiatives originating from non-Arab states, while other initiatives are global in their makeup (Figure 1). In this
case, “global” comprises primarily intergovernmental or interagency organizations, such as the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).

Figure 1: Percentage of initiatives according to their region of origin
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The distribution of initiatives originating from an Arab country or region are shown in Table 2. The initiatives
come from just 9 out of 22 Arab countries, which may reflect the economic and political challenges facing the
development of education systems in some Arab countries. For example, in this research, there were no
initiatives identified that originated from Iraq, Yemen, or Libya. The largest number of initiatives from any one
Arab country originated from Saudi Arabia (with 6, or 26%).

Table 2: Number of OER/open access initiatives from Arab states or region

Origin country Number of initiatives

Saudi Arabia

Jordan

UAE

Egypt

Lebanon

N NN (WO

Arab Region

Algeria, Bahrain, Syria, Palestine 1 each

Total 23

Most of the initiatives are private sector organizations (for-profit or NGOs). There is some state involvement in
sponsoring and launching the initiatives; however, the number of state-sponsored initiatives is significantly
lower than private sector initiatives. Figure 2 provides a detailed illustration of the distribution of the initiatives
between the different sectors and the type of contribution (creating vs. curating content), which will be defined
and discussed in more detail in the next section.

Figure 2: Distribution of Arabic language OER/open access initiatives between sectors and by type of
contribution (creation vs. curation)

We categorize the types of initiatives based on the source of funding and/or their legal status. Five types of
initiatives were identified:

e Governmental initiatives: State governments - most often ministries of education
e Grassroots initiatives: Community-based organizations or groups of teachers

e NGO: Nonprofit organizations that operate independently of any government

e Private: For-profit organizations

e Royal initiatives: Arab Royal families (of United Arab Emirates and Jordan)
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5.2 Creating and Curating Arabic OERs

There is a distinction between creating and curating content. Creating involves generating new teaching and
learning materials. Curating means collecting (including from individuals and educators), organizing, and sharing
existing resources with a specific audience in mind, via a website, blog, social media platform, or any other
platform. The curation process focuses on facilitating the discovery and availability of resources.

As illustrated in Figure 2, the greatest number (48%) of the initiatives exclusively create teaching and learning
resources, with NGOs taking the lead over government-led initiatives in content creation. By contrast, 30% of
the initiatives curate available resources, with grassroots initiatives doing so more frequently than other
initiatives. Finally, 21% of the initiatives adopted a hybrid style where they both created and curated their
teaching and learning materials with a majority of these resources coming from the non-profit and private
sectors (Figures 2 and 3).

Figure 3: Initiatives’ contribution to Arabic language OERs by type (creation vs curation)
5.3 Focus Areas and Topics

The 33 initiatives identified have several focus areas, with curriculum support constituting nearly half (14, or
42%). The second most common topic is language and reading, with 4 (12%) of the initiatives. There are also
several resources focused on topics related to teaching in emergencies that address the critical needs of refugees
and war survivors, such as trauma-informed teaching, child protection, and education for peacebuilding. These
resources are mainly developed by global organizations. Other initiatives focus on several different subject areas
such as science and math, digital literacy, educational training, and more (Table 3).

Table 3: Main topics/focus areas of Arabic language OER/open access initiatives

OER/open access focus areas Number of initiatives

Curriculum support 14
Language and reading 4
Science and math 1
Social science 1
Digital literacy 1
Educational training 1
Teaching in emergencies 4
Miscellaneous 7
Total 33

OERs included in this landscape analysis are digital in format, which eases their use, reuse, and distribution in a
variety of educational contexts, often at a lower cost. Additionally, they can support a variety of learning styles.
In terms of resource type, the majority of Arabic OER/Open Access initiatives offer MOOCs or other curriculum-
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related documents such as textbooks, worksheets, and lesson plans (Table 4). The remaining resources vary
between audio stories, articles, games, infographics, simulation, and other non-textbook books.

Table 4: Types of OER/open access resources

Resource type Number of initiatives

MOOCs

Textbooks, worksheets, lesson plans

Educational videos

Books
TV shows
Articles

Audio stories

Toolkits and standards

N (N IN N W (W (o (o |

Games

N

Infographics

-

Simulations

5.4 Target Audiences

Figure 4 illustrates that the largest percentage of resources are designed for students, with 38%, aimed towards
secondary students and 37% for primary students. Comparatively fewer resources (25%) were designed
specifically for teachers.

Figure 4: Target audiences for Arabic OER/open access initiatives
6. Challenges of OERs/Open Access Initiatives

The challenges of Arabic language OERs are multifaceted, most prominently a lack of available resources that
are localized to meet the varying cultural and pedagogical needs across the region. Indeed, similar obstacles face
OER adoption across the entire non-English speaking world (Karakaya and Karakaya, 2020). In the spirit of
providing guidance to others seeking to improve educational equity via OER/Open Access resources, after
describing some of the pressing challenges below, the SolarSPELL initiative’s approach to addressing these
challenges is also presented. The SolarSPELL initiative provides an action-oriented, field-tested approach to
addressing a number of the challenges that prevent the creation, dissemination, and use of OER/Open Access
resources around the world.

6.1 Challenges Defining and Certifying OERs/Open Access Initiatives

Although many of the Arabic language OER/Open Access initiatives are designed to facilitate free access to digital
educational resources, these resources often are not explicitly licensed under an open license, such as Creative
Commons (2020). If the resource creators have given thought to copyright and want the resources to be shared,
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the most common Creative Commons copyright level is that of “Open Access.” Figure 5 shows that only 33% of
the initiatives identified in this study are licensed as Creative Commons. This challenge is, in fact, a global issue,
which Hoosen (2012) attributes at least partially to confusion in the understanding of the concept and potential
of OER.

Figure 5: Arabic OER/open access resource licenses

On the other hand, many of the initiatives in this study do not clearly state the legal license for their resources,
or they have several types of resources with no clear statement on "terms of usage" for each type of resource.
In such cases, we reached out to inquire about resources’ copyright and terms of usage. This process often
involved waiting several weeks and making multiple outreach attempts, which only sometimes resulted in a
positive response to confirm possible use of the resources.

Recognizing the challenge of understanding, defining, and certifying what constitutes OER, SolarSPELL only
curates content into the digital library that is at least Open Access in terms of its copyright status. When the
copyright status is unclear, SolarSPELL curators reach out to request permission to add creators’ content to the
library, making clear that it will be considered Open Access.

6.2 Technical Challenges

From a technical perspective, significant challenges relate to resource format and file size. Hassler and Jackson
(2010) argued that allowing OERs to grow in size limits the usage of such resources, especially in offline or low
bandwidth environments, and/or where income levels mean connectivity or data is expensive. Their warning
has proven well-founded but ill-addressed in the years since then. While newer devices have increased storage
to accommodate correspondingly increasing file sizes, these new devices are often not available to those who
would most benefit from OERs and rely on older, less expensive technology. Furthermore, many people globally
rely on internet service that is purchased by the byte, driving them to purposefully avoid large--and therefore
costly--files and websites. Hassler and Jackson (2010) propose several strategies to improve the low-bandwidth
accessibility of OERs, including offering different formats of a resource (i.e. offering a transcript download for a
video) and user training.

In the applied context of this study, the SolarSPELL library’s digital content is limited to MP4, MP3, PDF, and html
files in order to ensure accessibility on any device type (computer, tablet, or smartphone), without the user
needing to download any additional software or applications. SolarSPELL digital library resources, especially
videos, are generally kept (or downsized to) below 150 MB in size; this ensures that the video will open and may
be downloaded by library users, whose devices may not have significant storage capacity.

6.3 Regional Localization and Political Considerations

The civil conflict that has been taking place in Syria since 2011 has had a disastrous effect on the educational
system. The impact of the conflict includes school closures, student displacement leading to interrupted
education, reduction in returns to education, and reduced educational expenditures due to an overall reduction
in resources and shifting priorities (Ndaruhutse and West, 2015). This situation has also affected neighboring
countries, as Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, and Egypt have each taken in hundreds of thousands of Syrian
refugees fleeing the unrest.

www.ejel.org 10 ©The Authors


http://www.ejel.org/

Laura Hosman et al.

Given the multiple challenging sociopolitical situations across the Arab region causing mass displacement, with
% of global refugees and over % of internally displaced people globally (UNESCO, 2019), it is perhaps not
surprising that our study revealed a scarcity of OER/Open Access resources tailored to support local school
curricula in conflict-affected states. We did, however, find regional resources focused on topics related to
teaching in emergencies, with topics such as mental and physical health, social-emotional learning, and aiding
traumatized children. Most of these resources were provided by global IGOs, such as UNHCR and the United
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA). Nonetheless, the lack of
local school curricula available in Northeast Syria is one of the challenges the SolarSPELL initiative directly
addresses.

7. Discussion and Conclusion

Open Educational Resources serve a critical function in promoting inclusive and equitable quality education and
creating possibilities for lifelong learning for all. Despite the fact that many countries have made progress in OER
adoption, developing countries, including those in the Arab region, still face substantial hurdles that must be
addressed in order to achieve potential benefits. This study addressed a gap in the research literature on OERs
in the Arab world, with a goal of understanding the current landscape of existing OER/Open Access primary and
secondary school-level Arabic language resources and providing a case study of an initiative promoting the
dissemination and use of said resources in Northeast Syria.

Undertaking the landscape analysis provided insights to address the first research question: What are the
prospects and challenges of utilizing Arabic-language Open Educational Resources (OER) for primary and
secondary education in the Arab region, particularly in offline environments? This study identified 33 OER/Open
Access Arabic-language initiatives, of which 22 originated from 9 Arab countries, with the greatest number of
initiatives originating from Saudi Arabia. Most of these initiatives originated from the private sector or from
NGOs, while there were few government-sponsored initiatives. The largest number of these initiatives
contributed teaching and learning materials, with major emphases on curriculum support as well as on language
and reading. The majority of Arabic OER/Open Access initiatives focus on primary and secondary students, while
there were fewer resources to support educators.

Collecting and curating resources for an offline digital library yields some recommendations for OER initiative
leaders and organizations committed to enhancing global educational equity. First, the authors call for increasing
efforts to raise awareness of OERs by clarifying their concept and benefits, encouraging the OER community,
including users, creators, and curators, to ensure proper and clear communication for resource licenses to ease
interorganizational sharing and localization efforts. Second, collaboration between the private and public sectors
is essential for making progress in promoting quality education for all. Third, it is vital to engage educators in
becoming more active participants in creating and using OER/Open Access content. As members of diverse and
inclusive knowledge societies, they can help cover local educational topics that are aligned with community
needs. Fourth, in the interest of promoting equitable access for those with limited or no connectivity, we
recommend offering several formats and sizes for resources, whenever possible. Fifth, offline approaches are
oftentimes the only way to reach remote or displaced people and that indeed in some circumstances, offline is
preferable to online. All of these recommendations are achievable, as evidenced by the SolarSPELL initiative’s
work outlined in this article.

While this article does not assert that the majority of OERs should be created by government agencies,
governments--and ministries of education in particular--could play a significant role in promoting OER initiatives
to ensure equal and quality education for everyone. When OERs are funded by private interests and hosted on
platforms controlled by oligopolies, the metadata and personal data of their users are fed to these organizations.
This may not serve to support or promote local educational resource production. A global commons built on the
terms of for-profit transnational companies will fail to address the actual needs of local school communities,
educators, and students around the Arab region, which bolsters the argument (at least, in an ideal world) for a
public entity promoting the creation, hosting, and provision of OERs. Still, collaboration between the private and
public sectors remains essential for making progress in promoting quality education for all.

The applied component of this research, the SolarSPELL Initiative, addresses the article's second research
guestion: How can these resources be effectively curated and implemented to address educational disparities
and connectivity issues? The SolarSPELL initiative is currently working with the Department of Education in the
AANES to co-create and co-curate OER/Open Access resources to an offline digital library that is currently being
used in local secondary schools. In other words, this article’s case study presents an actionable, real-world
initiative that other entities, from ministries of education to NGOs in charge of educational operations, could
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adopt as policy. This type of partnership, one that facilitates local creation, curation, and dissemination of open
educational resources, should be supported and replicated.

In terms of limitations, this study only explored the existence of Arabic OER/Open Access resources and did not
assess the resources for quality, accessibility, applicability, or cultural relevance. Assessing the quality of
available OERs that are provided by these initiatives would contribute to the scholarly body of literature on this
topic. More importantly, it may lead to greater levels of adoption and improved educational outcomes.

The challenges of creating and adopting Arabic language OERs are multifaceted, encompassing a lack of localized
resources, unclear licensing, technical limitations, and regional sociopolitical instability. Despite these obstacles,
the SolarSPELL initiative has developed a comprehensive approach addressing these issues. By ensuring
resources are at least Open Access and reaching out for permissions where necessary, SolarSPELL curates a
digital library accessible offline to WiFi-enabled devices without additional software. Moreover, the scarcity of
localized educational content in conflict-affected areas like Northeast Syria is addressed by SolarSPELL's focus
on partnerships that enable creation of resources aligned with local curricula, addressing an essential need for
displaced and refugee populations. Such initiatives could collectively contribute to improving educational equity
via OER/Open Access resources in the Arab region and beyond.
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Appendix 1: Arabic OER/Open Access Initiatives Database
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