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Introduction

Saudi Arabia, a nation undergoing profound transformation, recognizes education as a
cornerstone of its ambitious Vision 2030. This book, "Education In Saudi Arabia: A
Comprehensive Overview from Early Childhood to Higher Education," offers an in-
depth exploration of a system rapidly evolving to meet the demands of a modern,
diversified economy and a globally connected society. Moving beyond superficial
analyses, we delve into the intricate layers of Saudi education, from its foundational
philosophies to its cutting-edge innovations, providing readers with a nuanced
understanding of its historical trajectory, current landscape, and future aspirations.

This comprehensive overview aims to illuminate the remarkable journey of education
in the Kingdom, tracing its development from traditional forms of learning to a
sophisticated, multi-tiered structure. We begin by examining the historical and cultural
forces that have shaped the Saudi educational ethos, including the profound influence
of Islamic teachings and the evolving national identity. From there, the book
meticulously unpacks the structure and governance of the system, offering a clear
picture of how education is conceptualized, administered, and delivered across the
nation. Understanding these foundational elements is crucial for appreciating the
dynamic changes and strategic directions that define Saudi education today.

The scope of this book is intentionally broad, reflecting the holistic nature of
educational development. We journey through every stage of the learning continuum,
starting with the vital early childhood years, exploring the curricula and pedagogies of
primary and intermediate education, and examining the diverse tracks and
specializations offered at the secondary level. A significant focus is placed on technical
and vocational education and training (TVET), recognizing its critical role in equipping
the Saudi workforce with essential skills. Furthermore, the book provides an extensive
analysis of higher education, showcasing the growth of universities and colleges, their
commitment to quality assurance, and their increasing engagement in research and
innovation.

Beyond structural analysis, "Education In Saudi Arabia" addresses key thematic areas
that are pivotal to understanding the system's strengths and ongoing evolution.
Chapters are dedicated to critical aspects such as teacher education and professional
development, curriculum reform initiatives, and the transformative impact of
technology in the classroom. We also explore the provision of education for students
with special needs, the significant advancements in girls' education and women's
participation in the workforce, and the burgeoning internationalization of Saudi
educational institutions. The book further examines the role of private education,
funding mechanisms, and the enduring influence of religious education, providing a
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complete picture of the multifaceted educational landscape.

Ultimately, this book is designed for a diverse audience, including educators,
policymakers, researchers, students, and anyone with a keen interest in
understanding the complexities and dynamism of education in Saudi Arabia. It offers
invaluable insights into the challenges being addressed and the immense
opportunities being leveraged to build a knowledge-based society. By offering a
comparative perspective and a forward-looking analysis that aligns with Vision 2030,
this book serves not only as a definitive reference but also as a testament to Saudi
Arabia's unwavering commitment to fostering a vibrant and world-class educational
system for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Context and Evolution of
Saudi Education

The story of education in Saudi Arabia is one of remarkable transformation, a journey
from traditional, localized learning to a expansive, modern national system. To truly
appreciate the current landscape of Saudi education, one must first understand its
historical roots, which are deeply intertwined with Islamic teachings, tribal customs,
and the eventual formation and growth of the Saudi state. Before the 20th century,
formal education across the Arabian Peninsula was limited and largely informal.
Communities relied on traditional methods of instruction, driven primarily by religious
imperatives.

In pre-Islamic Arabia, and even in the early Islamic period, education largely revolved
around oral traditions, poetry, and rudimentary literacy for administrative or religious
purposes. With the advent of Islam in the 7th century CE, the pursuit of knowledge
became a religious obligation for both men and women. This emphasis on learning led
to the establishment of "Kuttabs" (si_l), often connected to mosques, where children
learned to read and write, and to recite and memorize the Quran. These Kuttabs
served as the foundational educational institutions for centuries, providing basic
religious instruction and literacy skills. Teachers, often the local imam, imparted
knowledge of the Quran, Hadith, and Islamic jurisprudence.

During the Ottoman era, which saw parts of the Arabian Peninsula, particularly the
Hijaz region, under its influence, some more structured schools emerged. For instance,
in Mecca, Ottoman-established schools appeared in 1905, followed by Hashimite
schools in 1913. Private schools also existed even earlier, with Alsulatiyah School,
established in 1872, being a notable example. The curriculum in some of these early
private schools was influenced by Indian educational practices, as many teachers
hailed from there. These institutions, though few, represented a slight shift towards
more formalized instruction beyond the Kuttab model.

The early 20th century, prior to the unification of the Kingdom, saw limited educational
opportunities, particularly in the Nejd region, the ancestral home of the Saudi dynasty.
Schooling often occurred in study circles (halagat) or small Quranic schools (katatib).
The concept of a "madrasa" (more advanced school) was a relatively new term in
colloquial usage at the time. Education during this period was also hindered by various
challenges, including the aftermath of World War |, the difficulties of the Hashemite
regime in the Hijaz (1916-1925), widespread illiteracy, and crucially, a severe shortage
of funds for government or private schools.
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The modern era of Saudi education truly began with the establishment of the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia in 1932 under King Abdulaziz ibn Abdul Rahman Al Saud. However, the
groundwork for a structured educational system was laid even earlier, in 1925, after
King Abdulaziz annexed the Hijaz. Recognizing the importance of education for
national development and the spread of knowledge, King Abdulaziz convened an
educational meeting in Mecca in 1925. This meeting led to the establishment of the
Directorate of General Education in March 1926, marking the official beginning of
modern education in the Kingdom.

The Directorate of General Education was a pivotal development, taking on the
responsibility for organizing, developing, and expanding education across the nascent
state. It was initially divided into four departments: administration, education,
inspection, and examinations, and was granted oversight over all schools. The first
curriculum was implemented in 1926, emphasizing religious subjects alongside other
sciences deemed beneficial for the homeland. In 1927, an educational council, the
"Council of Education," was formed to oversee the educational system in the Hijaz,
aiming to unify education and make primary education compulsory and free.

Early educational efforts under the Directorate saw the opening of new schools across
the then seven regions of Saudi Arabia. By 1951, the number of schools had risen to
226, with 29,887 students enrolled. The first government school for post-primary
education, the Islamic Institute, was established in Mecca in 1926, later reorganized as
the Saudi Scientific Institute in 1928, primarily to prepare primary school teachers.
These early institutions focused heavily on religious education. By the end of King
Abdulaziz's reign, the Kingdom boasted approximately 326 primary schools, serving
around 60,000 students with 1,652 teachers.

A significant turning point in Saudi education, much like in many other aspects of the
nation's development, was the discovery of oil. While oil was discovered in Saudi
Arabia in 1938, its substantial revenues began to significantly impact societal
development, including education, from the 1960s onwards. Before the oil boom, the
Arabian Gulf region was one of the poorest and most isolated areas globally, lacking
basic infrastructure like paved roads, electricity, hospitals, and formal schools beyond
mosque instruction. The newfound wealth allowed the government to invest heavily in
public services, including a nationwide, free education system from preschool through
university for all citizens.

The formal establishment of ministries further solidified the educational structure. The
Ministry of Education was established in 1953. In 1957, King Saud University, the first
university in Saudi Arabia and indeed the first in the Arab states of the Arabian Gulf,
was established in Riyadh to address the country's shortage of skilled workers.
Initially, it enrolled only 21 students, but by 1982, the Kingdom had seven universities
with over 63,000 students. This period also saw the gradual, and at times challenging,
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expansion of girls' education. While private schools for girls existed earlier, such as
Madrasat AlBanat AlAhliah in 1941, the first public school for girls, Dar Al Hanan, was
established in Riyadh in 1956. Formal education for Saudi women truly began with the
establishment of the General Presidency for Girls' Education in 1959. This initiative
faced some social resistance, notably in 1963, requiring government intervention to
ensure its implementation.

The establishment of the Supreme Committee for Educational Policy in 1963 provided
the highest authority to supervise education, with a focus on both reducing illiteracy
and educating students on the social, economic, and Islamic norms of the country. In
1964, the first government schools for girls were established, further cementing the
state's commitment to female education. The growth was rapid, with the number of
girls' elementary schools increasing dramatically over the subsequent decades. The
1970s and 1980s witnessed a "real boom" in the number of educational institutions.

The Ministry of Higher Education was established in 1975 to implement the Kingdom's
higher education policy, a testament to the rapidly expanding post-secondary
education sector. Prior to this, higher education was under the purview of the Ministry
of Education. The government also began offering scholarships for Saudi students to
study abroad, a program that existed even before the establishment of local colleges.
This foresight aimed to develop national human capital and expose Saudi students to
international educational standards.

Further reforms and initiatives continued to shape the educational landscape. In 1980,
the General Organization for Technical Education and Vocational Training (GOTEVT)
was established to coordinate and implement manpower development plans. This
highlighted a growing recognition of the need for skilled labor to support the
diversifying economy. The early 21st century saw an exceptional expansion in the
number of public universities, demonstrating the continued commitment to higher
education. Notably, in 2005, King Abdullah launched a scholarship program that sent
thousands of Saudi nationals to Western universities for undergraduate and
postgraduate studies, providing funds for tuition, living expenses, and healthcare. This
program significantly boosted internationalization efforts and provided Saudi youth
with access to diverse educational styles and ideas.

The historical evolution of Saudi education demonstrates a continuous process of
adapting traditional Islamic principles to the demands of a modernizing nation. From
the foundational Kuttabs to the establishment of comprehensive government-backed
institutions and international scholarship programs, the Kingdom has steadily built an
educational system designed to empower its citizens and contribute to its national
aspirations. This journey, while marked by challenges, has been characterized by a
resolute dedication to learning, ultimately leading to the sophisticated educational
structure seen in Saudi Arabia today.
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