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MOOCs in fragile contexts 
Barbara Moser-Mercer
)DFXOW«�GH�WUDGXFWLRQ�HW�GèLQWHUSU«WDWLRQ

8QLYHUVLW«�GH�*HQªYH

Abstract: /HDUQLQJ�LQ�IUDJLOH�VWDWHV�LV�HVVHQWLDO�IRU�FRQćLFW�UHVROXWLRQ��SHDFH�EXLOGLQJ�DQG�GHYHORSPHQW��EXW�UHSUHVHQWV�
challenges that relate mainly to educational content, cultural and linguistic sensitivity, on-site infrastructure and appropriate 

SHGDJRJLFDO�PRGHOV��$V�WKH�WUDQVLWLRQ�IURP�KXPDQLWDULDQ�DLG�WR�GHYHORSPHQW�LV�LQFUHDVLQJO\�ćXLG��DQG�ZLWK�HGXFDWLRQ�
FRQVLGHUHG�WR�EH�D�PDMRU�HQDEOHU�LQ�OLIWLQJ�SHRSOH�OLYLQJ�LQ�IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV�RXW�RI�GHSHQGHQFH��HGXFDWLRQDO�LQLWLDWLYHV�DUH�

needed that address these challenges. This paper reports on a case study involving two refugees living in Dadaab Refugee 
&DPS��.HQ\D��WDNLQJ�D�022&�RIIHUHG�RQ�WKH�&RXUVHUD�SODWIRUP�WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�WKH�DXWKRU��7KH�VWXG\�GRFXPHQWV�WKH�

constraints encountered by these learners, describes temporary solutions adopted as the course evolved, and proposes long-
term solutions to be envisaged for MOOCs to provide a viable higher education contribution in fragile environments. 

Education in fragile states – charting 
the territory

Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
states that everyone has the right to education which 
should contribute to the strengthening of respect for 
human rights and fundamental freedoms, promote un-
derstanding, tolerance and friendship among nations, 
and contribute to maintaining peace. However, wars and 
natural disasters disrupt the provision of education, as 
chronic crises and early reconstruction focus primarily on 
core humanitarian objectives such as food, water, health, 
sanitation, security and shelter. Faced with formidable 
FKDOOHQJHV� LQ�ERWK�DFXWH��SURWUDFWHG�DQG�FRPSOH[�HPHU-
gencies, and a global refugee population of over 15 million 
at the end of 2012, humanitarian actors are obliged to 
focus on the immediate crises at hand and on core objec-
tives, rather than on the provision of education, especially 
at post-secondary and life-long learning levels. 

And yet, education represents a vital protection mech-
anism, contributes to political stability, and develops 
leadership potential in fragile states, so as to manage the 
WUDQVLWLRQ� IURP�FRQćLFW� WR�UHFRYHU\�DQG�WKH� WUDQVIRUPD-
tion from fragility to stability. While the integration of 
education as an enabler in humanitarian action is of rel-
atively recent origin, recognition of the importance of 
education for refugees has a long history going back to 
1951 when the Convention Relating to the Status of Ref-
ugees was adopted which outlines in Article 22 the right 
to primary education for refugees. This was followed, in 
1984, by the signing of a Memorandum of Understand-
ing between UNESCO and UNHCR that allocated the 
responsibility for refugee education to UNHCR. The 
:RUOG�'HFODUDWLRQ� RQ�(GXFDWLRQ� IRU�$OO� �()$�� LGHQWLĆHG�
FRQćLFW� DV� D�PDMRU� EDUULHU� WR�PHHWLQJ� HGXFDWLRQ� QHHGV��
especially for displaced persons and refugees. In 2000 
the Dakar Framework for Action re-emphasized the bar-
ULHU�WKDW�FRQćLFW�SRVHV�WR�UHDFKLQJ�WKH�JRDOV�VHW�RXW�LQ�WKH�
EFA and launched Education in Emergencies as one of its 
major programs. Shortly thereafter the Interagency Net-

work for Education in Emergencies (INEE) was founded 
as a global, open network of members working together 
within a humanitarian development framework to ensure 
all persons the right to quality education and a safe learn-
ing environment in emergencies and post-crisis recovery. 
The founding of INEE contributed greatly to increasing 
awareness of the need for non-formal and formal edu-
cation programs in emergency situations. INEE’s focus 
was twofold: identifying ways of ensuring a certain level 
of quality and accountability in emergency education; and 
on mainstreaming education as a priority humanitarian 
response. Their efforts culminated in the development 
and adoption, in 2004, of the INEE Minimum Standards 
for Education in Emergencies. By drawing on the Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child, the Dakar Education for All 
Framework, the UN Millennium Development Goals and 
the Sphere Project’s Humanitarian Charter, the Minimum 
6WDQGDUGV� UHSUHVHQW� WKH� ĆUVW� JOREDO� WRRO� WR� GHĆQH� HGX-
cational quality in emergencies. In 2010 INEE issued the 
revised version of the Minimum Standards for Education, 
Preparedness, Response and Recovery; these remain the 
IXQGDPHQWDO�WRRO�IRU�TXDOLW\�DQG�DFFRXQWDELOLW\�LQ�WKH�ĆHOG�
of education in emergencies. 

Education as a humanitarian response 
– working on the ground 

Of the three approaches applied by the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the human-
itarian approach, which views education as a component 
of a rapid response, providing immediate protection to 
children and preventing human rights abuses, is cer-
tainly the one closest to the organization’s mandate; the 
second, the human rights approach, actually aligns even 
more closely to the core mandate, but is less consistent-
ly implemented. The third, developmental approach, is 
the most forward-looking in that it views education as a 
long-term investment and focuses on integrating refugee 
children in national schools and rebuilding national edu-
cation systems. This approach also features more clearly 
in the Message on International Cooperation 2013-2016 
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of the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation 
(SDC) in the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs of 
6ZLW]HUODQG��7KH�ĆUVW�WZR�DSSURDFKHV� LQ�SDUWLFXODU�� LQWH-
grate formal, non-formal and informal education; but with 
IRUPDO�HGXFDWLRQ�EHLQJ�PRUH�GLIĆFXOW�WR�SURYLGH�LQ�IUDJLOH�
FRQWH[WV��QRQ�IRUPDO�DQG�LQIRUPDO�HGXFDWLRQ�LV�EHFRPLQJ�
increasingly important, not least as a result of the promise 
of open learning initiatives in general, and in light of the 
emerging MOOC paradigm in particular. 

� � 2QH� RI� WKH� ĆUVW� LPSUHVVLRQV� XSRQ� VHWWLQJ� IRRW� LQ� D�
refugee camp is that of bare survival. This is closely fol-
ORZHG�E\�D�VHQVH�RI�DZH�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�UH-
VLOLHQFH� UHIXJHHV�H[KLELW� LQ� WKH�DIWHUPDWK�RI� WUDXPD�DQG�
in the face of protracted displacement from their home 
communities. Their resourcefulness often masks a sense 
of hopelessness and lack of purpose with many refugees 
having spent the better part of their lives in camps. Of the 
few options available to them - remaining in camp, being 
resettled either in another part of the country or abroad, 
and repatriation - for many the silver-lining on the horizon 
remains the prospect of rebuilding their own communi-
ties and societies. Irrespective of which option they pre-
fer, education is by far the only asset they own, and at the 
same time the most promising prospect for bettering their 
lives and for improving their livelihoods. Motivation thus 
drives their desire to learn, especially at the secondary 
and life-long learning levels. But there is also considerable 
uneasiness with regard to the sustainability of new edu-
cational initiatives; thus, initial contacts with new groups 
of learners require patience and a willingness to invest in 
EXLOGLQJ�WUXVW�DQG�FRQĆGHQFH� LQ�WKH� OHDUQLQJ�FRPPXQLW\�
before scaling up the actual learning activities. 

Despite the great promise of virtual learning and mobile 
technology, motivation to learn remains less sustainable if 
WKLV� LQLWLDO�SHULRG�RI�FRQĆGHQFH�EXLOGLQJ� LV�QRW�JLYHQ� WKH�
DWWHQWLRQ�LW�GHVHUYHV��([SHULHQFH�ZLWK�DOO�YLUWXDO�FRXUVHV�
GHOLYHUHG� WR� OHDUQHUV� LQ� IUDJLOH� FRQWH[WV� KDV� VKRZQ� WKDW�
OHDUQHUV�GR�QRW�HQJDJH�UHJXODUO\��QRU�VXIĆFLHQWO\��ZLWK�WKH�
learning materials and that learning outcomes are often 
not reached, or that learners simply drop out. The distance 
LQ�GLVWDQFH� OHDUQLQJ�EHFRPHV� LQĆQLW\� LI� DOO� WKDW� FRQQHFWV�
OHDUQHUV� LQ� WKH� ĆHOG� WR� WHDFKHUV� DQG� WXWRUV� SRVWHG�KXQ-
dreds and thousands of miles away is a computer or mo-
bile interface (Moser-Mercer, Kherbiche, & Class, 2014). 
Understanding and sharing the realities on the ground, 
EHLQJ�FORVH�WR�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�OLIH�LQ�WKH�FDPS��OLVWHQLQJ�
to the people at the receiving end of aid (Anderson, Brown, 
& Jean, 2012), lays the foundation for learners staying on 
course and successfully completing a course. While moti-
vation is an integral part of learning in any kind of learning 
environment, it assumes much greater importance in the 
UHIXJHH�FRQWH[W��2QH�RI�WKH�FRUH�KXPDQLWDULDQ�SULQFLSOHV�
relates to not doing harm; raising refugees’ hopes about 
DQ�HGXFDWLRQDO� LQLWLDWLYH�WKDW�XOWLPDWHO\�ćRXQGHUV�GXH�WR�
D�ODFN�RI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�OLIH�LQ�WKH�ĆHOG�DQG�UHDOLWLHV�RQ�
WKH�JURXQG�ZRXOG�GHĆQLWHO\�YLRODWH�WKLV�FRUH�KXPDQLWDU-
ian principle. Engaging in educational initiatives, devel-

oping education offers and piloting education projects in 
WKH�ĆHOG�PXVW�UHVSHFW�QRW�RQO\�WUDGLWLRQDO�UHVHDUFK�HWKLFV�
requirements, but also International Humanitarian Law. 
Design, development and implementation of education 
projects on the ground thus require an intimate knowl-
edge of the legal framework (International Refugee Law, 
,QWHUQDWLRQDO� +XPDQLWDULDQ� /DZ��� WKH� DELOLW\� WR� EHQHĆW�
from protection offered by a humanitarian organization 
on the ground, requisite training regarding security in 
WKH�ĆHOG��D�VWURQJ�VHQVH�RI�SXUSRVH�DQG�WKH�ZLOOLQJQHVV�WR�
adapt quickly to changing circumstances.  

The case study

Materials and methods

During the preparatory visit to Dadaab Refugee Camp in 
the lead-up to launching the InZone Basic Course (InZone, 
������IRU�KXPDQLWDULDQ�ĆHOG�LQWHUSUHWHUV�ZRUNLQJ�IRU�81-
+&5�LQ�WKH�ĆYH�FDPSV��+DJDGHUD��'DJDKDOH\��,IR����,IR����
and Kambios), the author established an inventory of con-
nectivity options by visiting education centers set up by 
UNHCR, the Windle Trust for Kenya and the Norwegian 
Refugee Council. The InZone Basic Course for humanitar-
LDQ�ĆHOG�LQWHUSUHWHUV��D�EOHQGHG�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�FRXUVH��
combines a short initial period of several days of face-to-
IDFH� WUDLQLQJ� LQ� WKH� ĆHOG�� IROORZHG� E\� VHYHUDO�PRQWKV� RI�
on-line learning in a dedicated learning environment built 
on the pedagogical principles of collaborative learning 
DQG�H[SHUWLVH�GHYHORSPHQW��7KLV�FRXUVH�KDG�DOUHDG\�EHHQ�
VXFFHVVIXOO\�GHOLYHUHG�LQ�RWKHU�IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV�LQ�$IJKDQ-
istan, Sudan and refugee camps in Kenya. Yet, each new 
FRQWH[W�LV�FDUHIXOO\�VWXGLHG�SULRU�WR�ODXQFKLQJ�WKH�,Q=RQH�
%DVLF�&RXUVH�DV�QR�WZR�IUDJLOH�HQYLURQPHQWV�DUH�H[DFWO\�
alike. Connectivity is considered not merely in its techni-
FDO�DQG�WHFKQRORJLFDO�H[SUHVVLRQ��EXW�LQ�IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV�LV�
very much embedded in organizational hierarchies that 
determine access options for learners. Studying connec-
tivity options in Dadaab then served the dual purpose of 
preparing a new edition of the InZone Basic Course and 
H[SORULQJ�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�IRU�D�022&�VW\OH�FRXUVH�WR�EH�DF-
cessed in the camps. 

In consultation with UNHCR two male refugees, aged 
EHWZHHQ����DQG�����KDG�EHHQ� LGHQWLĆHG�DV�NHHQO\� LQWHU-
ested in following a MOOC-style course and collaborating 
with the author with a view to gaining an improved under-
standing of the potential and constraints of such course 
offerings. Both refugees had completed secondary ed-
ucation and obtained a 2-year higher education diploma 
in their respective home countries, one in marketing and 
management, the other in commerce. They each mastered 
several languages, one spoke French, English, Kiswahili 
and Lingala, the other English, Amharic and Oromo. Their 
OHYHO�RI�(QJOLVK�ZDV�JRRG��DOWKRXJK�RQH�DSSHDUHG�WR�H[-
press himself better in French than in English. Both were 
computer-literate and owned basic cell phones. Neither 
KDG� VXEVWDQWLDO� H[SHULHQFH� LQ� RQ�OLQH� OHDUQLQJ�� ERWK� KDG�
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been considered too old to qualify for a scholarship to 
study abroad. Thus, formal and/or informal on-line cours-
es remained the only higher education alternative if they 
wanted to pursue their education. The author met with 
them twice in the camp to discuss the case study, obtain 
WKHLU�FRQVHQW� IRU�GRFXPHQWLQJ� WKH�H[SHULHQFH��DJUHH�RQ�
the type of MOOC to be chosen for the study and to iden-
tify any immediate needs in terms of learning materials 
and internet access that could be met while the author 
was still in Dadaab. 

The author’s suggested course choice was a course of-
fered on the Coursera platform (www.coursera.org) enti-
tled Foundations of teaching and learning. Introduction. 
The course was developed and delivered by the Common-
wealth Education Trust (CET), made reference to con-
WH[WV� RI� WHDFKLQJ� DQG� OHDUQLQJ� RQ� WKH�$IULFDQ� FRQWLQHQW��
and deemed an appropriate cultural choice; it ran from 
August 4, 2013 through September 5, 2013, with a one-
ZHHN�H[WHQVLRQ�IRU�SHHU�DVVHVVPHQW��EULQJLQJ�WKH�HQG�RI�
the course to September 12, 2013.  This and two other 
course options were discussed with the two refugees, and 
both agreed that the CET course was a good choice as 
ERWK�KDG�VRPH�H[SHULHQFH�DV�WHDFKHUV�DQG�IHOW�WKDW�VXFK�D�
course would support their future teaching activities, and 
DOVR�EHFDXVH�LW�FRXOG�EH�FRPSOHWHG�LQ�ĆYH�ZHHNV��7KLV�UHS-
resented an important step in the direction of respecting 
humanitarian principles and preparing the ground for suc-
cessful collaboration. 

Having already inspected the learning material for the 
CET course, as well as those for the other options, prior 
to arrival in Dadaab, the author was aware of the fact that 
learning materials were composed of a total of 16 vid-
eo-lectures of between 9 and 14 minutes each, of addi-
WLRQDO�ZHE�UHIHUHQFHV�DQG�3')�ĆOHV��LQFOXGLQJ���TXL]]HV��
and that the course required on-line peer-assessment of 
a total of 6 essays as well as one’s own two essays. The 
author knew that the video-lectures represented an in-
VXUPRXQWDEOH� REVWDFOH� IRU� IUDJLOH� FRQWH[WV� DQG� QHJRWL-
DWHG�ZLWK�&RXUVHUD�DQG�&(7� WR�GRZQORDG�DOO� YLGHR�ĆOHV�
while still in Kenya, and to be allowed to furnish the two 
refugees with these learning materials on a USB key prior 
WR�WKH�RIĆFLDO� ODXQFK�RI�WKH�FRXUVH��7KLV�UHSUHVHQWHG�\HW�
another important step in respecting humanitarian prin-
ciples, as the two refugees were keen to take this course 
LQ�RUGHU�WR�REWDLQ�D�FRXUVH�FHUWLĆFDWH�WR�IXUWKHU�WKHLU�RZQ�
livelihoods, and it was thus critical that the author not do 
any harm by pursuing this project merely from the per-
spective of an educational pilot.

It was agreed that the two refugees would follow the 
course either on their cell phones or via access to a com-
puter in the UNHCR compound while the author would 
participate and document the case study from a high con-
nectivity environment, that there would be regular con-
tact between the two refugees and the author in order to 
resolve any issue that would represent an insurmountable 
obstacle for completing the course, without such support 
infringing upon the honor code that all participants of the 
FRXUVH�ZHUH�H[SHFWHG�WR�DELGH�E\��,W�ZDV�DOVR�DJUHHG�WKDW�
D�GHEULHĆQJ�VHVVLRQ�ZRXOG�EH�VFKHGXOHG�RQFH�WKH�FRXUVH�
had concluded, so as to allow the author to review the 
different challenges encountered during the course and 
discuss with the refugees the implementation of some of 
the implemented and proposed solutions in greater detail.

Results 

%DVHG�RQ�IDLUO\�H[WHQVLYH�H[SHULHQFH�ZLWK�YLUWXDO�OHDUQLQJ�
LQ� IUDJLOH� FRQWH[WV� WKH� DXWKRU� DQWLFLSDWHG� WKH� OHDUQHUVè�
challenges to fall essentially into three main categories: 1) 
technological (T), 2) cultural (C), and 3) linguistic (L). For 
the purpose of this case study, technological challenges 
DUH�GHĆQHG�DV�FRPSULVLQJ�DQ\�DQG�DOO�WHFKQLFDO�DQG�RUJD-
nizational constraints that complicate access to the virtu-
al learning platform, or make access entirely impossible. 
Cultural challenges refer to dimensions of learning con-
WHQW�� OHDUQHU� H[FKDQJHV� �IRUXPV�� DQG� RI� LQWHOOHFWXDO� DS-
proach that prevail in the learning environment. Linguis-
WLF� FKDOOHQJHV� UHODWH� WR� WKH� OHYHO� RI� SURĆFLHQF\� UHTXLUHG�
in English (the course chosen for this case study did not 
offer subtitles in other languages) to work with the learn-
ing materials and to satisfy the criteria laid down by the 
course organizers for assessing learning outcomes (es-
says). 

It was decided to track each challenge in a running log, 
record the temporary solution that was found to swiftly 
resolve each problem as time was always of the essence, 
and to propose more long-term solutions with a view 
to preventing future problems from arising whenever 
MOOC-style courses would be offered to learners in frag-
LOH�FRQWH[WV��7DEOH���SUHVHQWV�FKDOOHQJHV�LQ�D�FKURQRORJLFDO�
order, as they arose during the case study. This presenta-
tion format was chosen bearing in mind that producers 
of MOOC-style courses will often take a more linear ap-
proach to course development, and being able to identify 
challenges as they will present themselves chronologi-
cally may help producers identify more closely with how 
learners navigate the course. Each challenge is coded fol-
ORZLQJ�WKH�FDWHJRULHV�LGHQWLĆHG�DERYH��
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&KDOOHQJH�FRQVWUDLQW
,QWHULP�VROXWLRQ�DGRSWHG�

for case study
Final solution

Video lectures (T) 
Length (download speed/volume)

Negotiate advance copies, save on 
USB key, forward key to learners.

Less reliance on video lectures, 
use of short podcasts produced for 
low-bandwidth environments and 
ZLWK�YDULDEOH�SL[HO�FKRLFHV��DV�HYHQ�

at 8 frames/s, a static speaker can be 
YLHZHG�ZLWKRXW�SUREOHPV��VWRUH�ĆOHV�
on local servers (e.g. Nairobi for the 
+RUQ�RI�$IULFD���GLVWULEXWH�ĆOHV�DKHDG�

of time to select locations.

Signing up for course – 
signature track (T)

Requires picture ID, 
web cam, etc.

On Signature Track, each assig-
nment requires resubmission 

of picture ID with web cam and 
keyboarding recognition.

Local support through UNHCR 
was needed to register participants 

for signature track.
7KH�ĆUVW�HVVD\�DVVLJQPHQW�KDG�WR�

be manually submitted to Coursera 
staff for recording in the course 

learner database. 

E-mail template, cell phone picture 
(self-picture), cell-phone photo func-

tionality for ID.

MOOC platforms should develop 
DOWHUQDWH�ZD\V�RI�OHDUQHU�LGHQWLĆFD-
WLRQ�DQG�UH�LGHQWLĆFDWLRQ��SRVVLEO\�
in collaboration with humanitarian 

organizations on the ground. 

Readings/videos (T)
Additional readings and videos 
announced as the course pro-

gressed.

Skip if not mandatory for assign-
ments.

&UHDWH�GDWDEDVH�RI�DOO�FRXUVH�ĆOHV�DV�
local back-up for reference and/or 
include all materials on USB keys. 

URLs (T)
For further reading and research 

(time-bound).

Skip if not mandatory for assign-

ments.

Preference should be given to 
screenshots, rather than interactive 
work with URLs. Allow learners to 

take advantage of burst connectivity 
WR�H[SORUH�85/V��

4XL]]HV��7��&��/�
Require reliable connectivity 

while quiz is taken. 

Phrasing of questions and 
pedagogical approach of multi-
SOH�FKRLFH��ZLWK�RIWHQ�RQO\�ĆQH�
semantic distinctions between 
choices requiring high levels of 

SURĆFLHQF\�LQ�(QJOLVK��

%DFN�XS�ĆOH�RI�DOO�TXL]]HV�QHJRWLD-
ted with course provider and made 
available locally; randomization of 
answers to multiple choice ques-
tions during retakes of the same 
quiz were signaled to learners. 

Non-interactive static document; 
create different versions of each quiz 

for retakes; 
Wording of questions must be much 

clearer (no double-barreled questions, 
no focus on shades of meaning 

whose comprehension relies on 
highly advanced levels of language 

SURĆFLHQF\��

3HHU�DVVHVVPHQW��7��&�
5HTXLUHV�H[WHQVLYH�ORJ�LQ�WLPH�LQ�
order to read and assess multiple 

peer essays.

Assess only one essay at a time; 
no satisfactory temporary solution 

was found.

May create anonymity problems 
LQ�IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV��VHDUFK�IRU�RWKHU�
pedagogical tools to achieve similar 
learning objectives (e.g. use of prob-

lem-case scenarios).
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Criteria for peer assessment (L)
/DFN�RI�FODULW\�LQ�GHĆQLQJ�GLIIH-
rent criteria upfront and lack 

of consistency in application of 
these criteria by learners.

The quality of the language 
cannot be dissociated from the 

notion/criterion of readability and 
content��/HDUQHUV�LQ�IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV�
come from oral traditions and their 

written language skills are often 
wanting.

Ensure that English is not graded.

Instructions must be clear and not 
intimidating; in challenging connectiv-

ity environments time spent on-line 
is costly and instructions must be 

well-tested in advance and applied 
consistently.

Search for other pedagogical tools 
to achieve similar learning objectives.

Desktop and mobile 
approach (T)

Learning environment did not 
scale to mobile devices.

Anticipate what scales to cell 
phones and advise learners accord-

ingly.

Scale to cell phones (responsive 
design), limit functionalities in the 
learning environment that will be 

used in a mobile rather than a desktop 
FRQWH[W��IHDWXUH�LPSRUWDQW�FRQWHQW�

prominently.

)RUXPV��7��&��/�
Chaotic organization of forums 
makes participation for those in 
IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV�LPSRVVLEOH��WKHVH�

forums are not visible/readable 
RQ�FHOO�SKRQHV��UHTXLUH�H[WHQVLYH�
and regular connection time with 
questionable contribution to lear-

ning outcomes.

Ignore if connectivity is poor.

Only one comment posted by 
one of the two refugees during 
the CET course, and only after 

both learners had obtained 
access through UNHCR desktop 

computers.

Structured forums; threads should 
not be freely created by learners; 

impose forum and thread format/la-
beling to clearly relate to assignments/

discussion points. This requires ad-
vance planning and close moderation. 

Content tagging (produce tag cloud) 
may shorten connection time require-
ments and steer learners to relevant 

content faster.

3HGDJRJ\��&��/�
/HDUQHUV�LQ�IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV�FRPH�

from traditional teaching cultu-
res; transition to new pedago-
gical models can be abrupt and 

disorienting. 

Running commentary offered by 
UHVHDUFKHU�RQ�VSHFLĆF�SHGDJRJLFDO�

dimensions allowing learners to 
anticipate problems and support-
LQJ�WKHP�LQ�ĆQGLQJ�VROXWLRQV�

Careful adaptation to modern forms 
of learning; there has to be a transition 

from teaching to learning, with more 
content provided up front and learner 
autonomy progressively increased as 

the course evolves.

Connectivity (T)
Limited, irregular, subject to inte-

rruptions, costly. 

Ensure back-ups are created 
with the help of local support; 

learners used course USB provided 
by the researcher to back-up and 

“carry” their course when not con-
nected.

Ensure that each learning activity 
ĆWV�LQWR�D����PLQXWH�OHDUQLQJ�VSDFH��
write recommendations for creating 

back-up versions of activity uploads to 
guard against data loss.

Respect video/podcast constraints, 
produce to low-bandwidth and/or 

multiple-bandwidth standard, offer 
GLIIHUHQW�SL[LODWLRQ�IRUPDWV�WKDW�UH-

spect download speeds for different 
IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV��6WRUH�EDFN�XS�ĆOHV�
locally (computer lab, if available) as 

MOOC platforms often do not open in 
IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV�RU�RQ�PRELOH�SKRQHV��
even when located in 3G networks.
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Time-zone differences >
Deadlines unclear (T; L)

Negotiated directly with support 
from Coursera, manually transmi-
tted refugees’ essays to Coursera 

for direct uploading to peer assess-
ment section.

Indicate deadlines more clearly for 
different time-zones; include time-
zone functionality on platform.

Time management (C; L)

Refugees indicated that they 
had little time to take the course. 
Workload of 3-6 hours/week is a 

PD[LPXP�
By indicating potential constraints 

immediately and offering solu-
tions in advance, the trial-and-

error approach could be limited 
to a minimum. Taking the course 

alongside the refugees as a regis-
tered learner was essential for the 
researcher in terms of anticipating 
problems and solving them before 

refugees stumbled over them.

Time management takes on a different 
dimension in refugee camps due to the 
YHU\�GLIĆFXOW�WUDQVSRUW�DQG�VHFXULW\�

situation. Learners cannot shift smoo-
thly from work to learning, it takes 
hours to get around, daylight hours 

are limited, curfews are imposed and 
access to internet points thus severely 

limited. The notion of learning after 
work hours is largely untenable. Nego-
tiating with NGOs for whom refugee 
learners work in order to make time 

for learning available during work 
hours is theoretically an ideal solution, 
but rarely works out in practice, given 
WKH�KDUVK�UHDOLW\�RI�IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV��

Financial constraints (C)
Cost of signature track;

Cost of connectivity (related to 
download volume).

Negotiated scholarships with 
Coursera.

Offered to purchase additional 
credit on cell phone subscription 

(top-up). However, one cannot top 
up cards of other subscribers from 

abroad. 

1HJRWLDWH�H[SHFWHG�GDWD�YROXPH�ZLWK�
telecom providers. Estimate total 
download and upload volume per 

learner for entire duration of course in 
order to submit scholarship requests 

to funding agencies. This approach has 
worked for InZone courses delivered 

to Kakuma Refugee Camp in 2012/13. 

Summative evaluations: The two refugee learners 
achieved very good results in the 4 quizzes and on their 
two essays. Each of the 4 quizzes was made up of 10 
questions, with one point awarded for each question an-
swered correctly. The two learners achieved an average 
score of 8.25/10 on the 4 quizzes. In addition to one quiz 
per week, two essays of about 700 words each had to 
be submitted for peer and self-assessment. Essays were 
graded on a scale from 1-10, with one being the lowest 
and 10 the highest score. Each essay had to be assessed 
E\� WKUHH�SHHUV�DQG�XOWLPDWHO\� VHOI�DVVHVVHG� IRU� WKH�ĆQDO�
score to be computed as an average of the points awarded 
by all four assessors. The average score for the 4 essays 
assessed during this course for the two refugee learners 
was 8.5/10. 

Learning support: Regular e-mail communication was 
GHHPHG�PRVW�HIĆFLHQW�LQ�SURYLGLQJ�UHPRWH�OHDUQLQJ�VXS-
port to the two refugee learners. During the 4.5 weeks of 
the course, the researcher received a total of 21 e-mail 
messages from the two learners and sent out a total of 26 
e-mail messages (replies, encouragements and inquiries 

DERXW�OHDUQLQJ�SURJUHVV���WKH�UHVHDUFKHU�DOVR�H[FKDQJHG�D�
total of 23 e-mail messages with the UNHCR community 
VHUYLFHV�RIĆFHU�ZKR�HQVXUHG�FRQWDFW�ZLWK�WKH�UHIXJHHV�RQ�
the ground. The refugee learners themselves worked on 
average 6 hours over the duration of the course with the 
81+&5�FRPPXQLW\� VHUYLFHV�RIĆFHU�RQ� ORFDOO\� UHVROYLQJ�
signature track, web cam, and assignment upload prob-
lems and implementing the solutions suggested by the 
researcher. Both learners also spent on average 8 hours 
over the duration of the course with other refugees in 
the camp with whom they would discuss essay topics and 
share their newly acquired knowledge. 

7KH� GHEULHĆQJ� VHVVLRQ�ZDV� FDUULHG� RXW� YLD� 6N\SH� DQG�
VFKHGXOHG�WR�IROORZ�WKH�RIĆFLDO�UHOHDVH��RQ�WKH�&RXUVHUD�
SODWIRUP�� RI� WKH� FRXUVH� UHVXOWV�� 7KH� GHEULHĆQJ� VHVVLRQ�
ZDV�KRVWHG�E\�WKH�VXSSRUWLQJ�FRPPXQLW\�VHUYLFH�RIĆFHUV�
of UNHCR to allow learners to rely on good connectivity 
for the duration of the session, which lasted one hour and 
D�KDOI��7KH�GHEULHĆQJ�WRSLFV�KDG�EHHQ�VHQW�WR�WKH�OHDUQHUV�
DKHDG�RI�WLPH�LQ�DQ�HIIRUW�WR�UHPDLQ�HIĆFLHQW�LQ�D�ORZ�FRQ-
nectivity environment. 
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'HEULHĆQJ�TXHVWLRQV�UHODWHG�WR�WKH�WKUHH�PDLQ�FDWHJR-
ries of challenges - technological, cultural and linguistic -, 
and were designed to solicit additional information that 
would be useful to complement the information logged 
throughout the course. 

With regard to technological challenges, more precise 
information was supplied as to the use of mobile devices 
compared to that of desktop computers. Both learners 
used their cell phones 75% of the time to complete work 
on the course. The phones in use were not smartphones 
and the screen display thus very small and ill adapted to 
managing learning activities. Neither had access to one 
of the few computer labs (secondary schools, Youth Ed-
ucation Project - YEP-Centers) distributed in the various 
camps that make up Dadaab and thus could not engage 
with the learning material after work hours. It had thus 
been necessary for the author to negotiate access to a 
desktop computer in the UNHCR compound to allow the 
refugees to compose essays and take quizzes, as this was 
where both refugees had day jobs. In light of the fact that 
transport back to the actual camps is organized imme-
diately after the work day ends, only short lunch breaks 
could be used to gain access to a desktop computer, leav-
ing all additional course-related work to be carried out 
RQ�FHOO�SKRQHV��7KLV�KDG�VLJQLĆFDQW�ĆQDQFLDO� LPSOLFDWLRQV�
as telecom access cost is almost prohibitive for refugees. 
Their recommendation was for course providers to use 
applications such as WhatsApp Messenger, a cross-plat-
form mobile messaging application that allows for the 
H[FKDQJH�RI�PHVVDJHV�ZLWKRXW�KDYLQJ�WR�SD\�IRU�606��RU�
to use Skype in order to circumvent high mobile access 
charges. It emerged clearly that without the delivery to 
WKH�ĆHOG�RI�SUH�ORDGHG�ćDVK�GULYHV�FRQWDLQLQJ�DOO�UHTXLUHG�
learning and assessment materials, refugees would not 
have been able to stay on course, as the Coursera plat-
form did not load properly on cell phones due to slow 
download speeds. An additional advantage for locally 
available course material was highlighted by both refu-
gees: learning materials downloaded by anyone in the 
camp was always liberally shared locally so that for the 
cost of one download a larger number of interested and 
motivated learners could be reached. 

With regard to cultural challenges, refugees indicated 
that at times the level at which the course was pitched 
was rather high, but that this was often more a question 
of contending with linguistic challenges, such as dealing 
with shades of meaning in answering quiz questions, or 
composing essays within the framework of an intellectual 
culture that was not their own, and also due to the fact 
WKDW� WKHLU� ZULWWHQ� SURĆFLHQF\� LQ� (QJOLVK� GLG� QRW� PDWFK�
WKHLU� RUDO� SURĆFLHQF\�� 2QH� FKDOOHQJH� ERWK� UHIHUUHG� WR�
as being considerable was the shift from a teacher- to 
a learner-centered pedagogical model. This was most 
pronounced when they were asked to generate ideas in-
stead of staying in receptive mode. Both mentioned that 
the learning materials, while sometimes referring to the 
global south, still were anchored in the global north and 

WKDW� FRQVLGHUDEOH�HIIRUW�KDG� WR�EH�H[SHQGHG�DW� WLPHV� WR�
WUDQVIRUP�H[DPSOHV�WR�WKH�$IULFDQ�FRQWH[W�LQ�JHQHUDO��DQG�
WR�WKHLU�IUDJLOH�FRQWH[W�LQ�SDUWLFXODU��2QH�ZD\�ERWK�OHDUQ-
ers managed to cope was to engage in local discussions 
with other teachers in the camp, thus creating their own 
small discussion groups. This allowed the researcher to 
raise the dimension of peer support and peer tutoring 
DQG�WR�DVVHVV�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�KHU�RZQ�LQYROYHPHQW�LQ�
the course and the support that had been provided was 
FRQVLGHUHG� WRR� H[WHQVLYH�� DGHTXDWH� RU� LQVXIĆFLHQW�� 7KH�
author’s support and mentoring remained deliberately 
limited to anticipating and solving problems of access and 
the meeting of deadlines, to providing regular email or 
WH[W�PHVVDJH�HQFRXUDJHPHQW�ZLWK�UHJDUG�WR�FRPSOHWLQJ�
assignments and quizzes, and to regular short messages 
that signaled that she was there to provide assistance if 
QHHG�EH��:KLOH�FRQWDFW�ZDV�YHU\�UHJXODU�GXULQJ�WKH�ĆUVW�
���GD\V�RI�WKH�FRXUVH�GXH�WR�VLJQLĆFDQW�DFFHVV�SUREOHPV�
described in Table 1 above, refugees became increasing-
ly autonomous knowing that technical issues would be 
SURPSWO\� LGHQWLĆHG� E\� WKH� UHVHDUFKHU� DQG� UHVROYHG� LQ�
WLPH� IRU� WKHP� WR�PHHW�GHDGOLQHV��'XULQJ� WKH�GHEULHĆQJ��
however, it emerged that although the researcher’s overt 
support decreased, both refugees clearly indicated that 
having a reliable support/mentoring system was decisive 
for their motivation to complete the course. Constructing 
such support systems was considered an essential ingre-
dient to rendering MOOC-style courses accessible for 
refugee learners. Clearly, having thousands sign up for 
a course and accepting drop-out rates of up to 90% and 
more, would not represent an ethically acceptable prac-
WLFH�LQ�D�KXPDQLWDULDQ�FRQWH[W��5HO\LQJ�VROHO\�RQ�WKH�LQJH-
nuity of learners, as appears to be common practice with 
MOOCs that are not framed by a socio-constructive ped-
agogical model, is clearly not in keeping with responsible 
education in emergencies.

Moving forward

MOOCs are disruptively innovating higher education 
DURXQG� WKH� ZRUOG�� 0RVW� SODWIRUPV� DUH� FRQĆJXUHG� IRU�
course delivery to learners in highly developed countries, 
and pedagogical models depend heavily on the notion of 
êUH�FUHDWLQJë�D� OLYH�FODVVURRP�H[SHULHQFH�E\�VHJPHQWLQJ�
live lectures into bite-size portions as streaming media. 
They are predominantly offered in English and largely 
UHćHFW�:HVWHUQ�LQWHOOHFWXDO�DQG�FXOWXUDO�WUDGLWLRQV��:LWK�
informal education models representing an important ed-
XFDWLRQDO�DOWHUQDWLYH�LQ�IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV��D�FDUHIXO�DQDO\VLV�
RI� OHDUQHUVè� QHHGV� DQG� WKH� GHYHORSPHQW� RI� FRQWH[W�DS-
propriate solutions will go a long way towards leveraging 
these informal education offerings in higher education in 
emergencies. In order to serve students living in fragile 
FRQWH[WV�ZLWK�OLPLWHG�DQG�RIWHQ�LQWHUUXSWHG�FRQQHFWLYLW\��
MOOCs that aspire to engage learners from these envi-
ronments need to consider offering suitable engagement 
tools such as lower resolution versions of videos and/or 
SRGFDVWV�RI� VKRUW�GXUDWLRQ�� IDFLOLWDWLQJ� WKH�XVH�RI�RIćLQH�



MOOCs in fragile contexts 
Barbara Moser-Mercer

121Research Track  |

burst connectivity tools that download the minimum 
WH[W�RQO\� LQIRUPDWLRQ� GXULQJ� FRQQHFWLRQ�� DOORZ� RIćLQH�
reading and composition of replies, and then manage up-
load interaction in a second burst. They need to be built 
around responsible pedagogical models that engage 
learners to interact with each other on the ground, that 
leverage non-mainstream intellectual approaches, are of-
fered in several languages (English and at least one other 
ORFDO� ODQJXDJH��� DOORZ� OHDUQHUV� VXIĆFLHQW� WLPH� WR� HQJDJH�
asynchronously with the learning material, provide for the 
design of learning materials with a view to re-use in local 
DQG�RWKHU� IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV��DQG�GHSOR\�VLJQLĆFDQW�HIIRUWV�
to ensure learner retention through peer mentoring and 
WXWRULQJ��6XFK�FRXUVHV�VKRXOG�EH�FRQĆJXUHG�IRU�VKRUW�SH-
riods of time, such as 4-5 weeks, so as to maintain motiva-
tion by setting achievable goals. Linguistic diversity would 
HQKDQFH� FXOWXUDO� H[SUHVVLRQ� DQG� SURPRWH� FURVV�FXOWXUDO�
communication, the lack thereof being often at the root of 
FRQćLFW��:KLOH�IUDJLOH�FRQWH[WV�DQG�]RQHV�RI�DFWLYH�FRQćLFW�
feature a diversity of learners, similar to what would be 
IRXQG� LQ�DQ\�RWKHU�FRQWH[W�� WKH�KXPDQLWDULDQ�GLPHQVLRQ�
RI� FRQćLFW� ]RQHV� UHTXLUHV� WKDW�GHVLJQ�� GHYHORSPHQW� DQG�
delivery of education respect International Humanitar-
ian Law. Accountability is an essential pillar of any and 
all education initiatives in emergencies: Once a course is 
launched, not one refugee should be left behind.
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