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Abstract In spite of the barriers that stand in front of women’s education, their higher education opportunities
have increased with the improvement of female higher education provision but the opportunities are still not able to
provide the level of education needed to meet the demand of women or to provide equality of access across the
country. Thereby, this paper will review the literature on women’s higher education in Saudi Arabia considering
several different aspects including history, pedagogy, teaching methods and barriers.
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1. Introduction

The Ministry of Higher Education was established in
1975 to provide higher education to all students based on
Islamic laws and to supervise its process [27]. The goal of
education for women was for them to be successful
housewives and good mothers, with knowledge suitable to
their nature such as teaching, nursing or giving medical
treatment. Gender segregation was essential at all levels
except for kindergarten, day care and medical school [9-
25], and this system continued until the opening of the
King Abdullah University of Science and Technology in
2009, which is coeducational [20].

Women’s Higher Education in Saudi Arabia was first
established in 1962 in Riyadh through a special program
called ENTSAB with education off-campus except for
exams. From 1967, the King Abdulaziz University, in
Jeddah, began to allow women to attend campus and the
Girls Education College was started in Makkah. Since
then, further institutions have been opened under the
Ministry of Education [4-19]. Numbers have gradually
risen as has investment in women’s education [22-27], so
there are now twenty-four public universities, most of
which accept females, with the exception of the University
of Petroleum and Minerals in Dhahran and the Islamic
University in Al-Madinah [5-30], including the Princess
Nora Bint Abdul Rahman University with 40,000 female
students and more are planned (see Table 1) [9-30].

The Saudi government has invested heavily in its higher
education programme and the Princess Nora Bint Abdul
Rahman University offers courses in science that were
previously restricted to male students, so the situation
regarding women’s higher education opportunities has
continued to improve [27]. Women can now study abroad
and the numbers have increased from roughly 3,879 in
2004/2005 to approximately 35,700 in 2011/ 2012, (see
Figure 1) [29].
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Figure 1. Saudi females studying abroad for a bachelor degree and above
for the year 2004/2005, 2008/2009, 2010/2011 and 2011/2012 [29]
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Figure 2. Female graduating secondary school from 2000/2001 to
2009/2010 in Saudi Arabia [29]

However despite all the efforts being made, women
who live in the Northern and Southern regions still
continue to have less opportunities to access higher
education than those who live in the other regions because
of the distribution of universities and their branches
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between regions and provinces, and the barriers of
traditional culture [12-27]. Because of the increasing
number of secondary school graduates year-on-year, there
is also a rise in the demand for higher education places
(see Figure 2) [5]. Supporting this view, in 2008 for
example, only 73 percent of female secondary school
graduates were offered higher education places by Saudi
universities, but the Najran and Northern Border regions
showed the lowest rate of offering university seats to
female, compared to other regions, with only 1.4 percent
offered a place at the universities in these regions. This
means that their opportunities to access higher education
are still less than other females in major regions (Riyadh,
Jeddah and Dammam) [29]. However, despite these
barriers, the demand for higher education by women has
increased as more females graduate from secondary
school, 99,000 in 2000/2001 to 155,000 in 2009/2010,
(see Figure 2) [28,29].

The number of female lecturers in Saudi universities
has correspondingly risen from just 4,700 in 2003/2004 to
approximately 19,600 by 2008/2009, whereas male
instructors have increased from about 7,200 to around
48,800 in the same period [29]. However, since there are
more female students than males there is still a lack of
female instructors in higher education (see Figure 3).

This shortage of female instructors, along with the
growth in number of females graduating from secondary
school every year [4], causes excess demand. However, it
is very difficult for women to attend university since they
need a male guardian [7-40]. Therefore, opportunities for
women to access higher education in Saudi Arabia are
hampered [12].
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Figure 3. Saudi male and female academic staff at university for the
years 2003/2004, 2006/2007, 2008/2009, 2010/2011 and 2011/2012 [29]

Table 1. Saudi universities [30]

Region University Year City Type Total
King Saud 1957 Riyadh Public
Al-Imam Mohammad ibn Saud Islamic 1974 Riyadh Public
Arab Open 2002 Riyadh Private
Prince Sultan 2000 Riyadh Private
Dar Al Uloom 2005 Riyadh Public
Alfaisal 2007 Riyadh Private
Riyadh King Saud bin Abdulaziz University for Health Sciences 2005 Riyadh Public 13
Al Yamamah 2004 Riyadh Private
Princess Nora Bint AbdulRahman 2007 Riyadh Public (women only)
Saudi Electronic 2011 Riyadh Public
Shagra University 2010 Shagra Public
Salman bin Abdulaziz 2010 Al Kharj Public
Al Majma’ah 2010 | Al Majma’ah Public
King Abdulaziz 1967 Jeddah Public
Effat University 1999 Jeddah Private (women only)
Makkah Umm Al-Qura 1949 Makkah Public 5
Taif University 2003 Al Taif Public 13
King Abdullah University of Science and Technology 2009 Thuwal Private
University of Dammam 2010 Dammam Public
Eastern King Faisal 1975 Al Ahsa Public 4
King Fahd University for Petroleum and Minerals 1963 AlDahran Public
Prince Mohammad 2006 AlKhobar Private
Almedina Isle_\mic Un_ivers_ity 1961 Almadi_nah Public 2
Taibah University 2003 Al Madinah Public
Asir King Khalid 1999 Abha Public 1
AlQassim Qassim University 2004 Buraydah Public 1
AlJouf AlJouf University 2005 Al Jouf Public 1
Jazan Jazan University 2006 Jazan Public 1
Ha’il University of Hail 2005 Ha’il Public 1
Al Baha AlBaha University 2006 Al Baha Public 1
Tabuk Tabuk University 2006 Tabuk Public 1
Najran Najran University 2006 Najran Public 1
Northern Border Northern Border University 2007 Arar Public 1

Based on the above discussion, the goal of education
for women needs to be changed as the requirements of
today’s women are completely different from those of
their mothers and grandmothers because social changes
are more likely to occur as women become more educated,
more knowledgeable about their rights and more active
than before. The women who have the chance to study
abroad and are still studying are expected to come back

with new ideas about the life that they want from their
society and government as their number gradually
increased (see Figure 1). Therefore, the government needs
to do more than just increase its spending in women
education by involving women in any decision that would
impact their lives and ensure their ability to benefit from it
such as through the use of the e-learning method.
However, this depends on the goal the government seeks
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to achieve with women education; it implicitly appears
good but is not in its entirety because of the non-
involvement of women in determining the appropriate
education for them as decisions are usually made by men
who usually look for things that do not affect their power.

2. Pedagogy

Traditional methods of teaching where students play no
active role are common [27-38] and much memorising
without creative thinking or discussion is the norm [10].
Students are expected to accept what they hear from their
teachers or read from their textbooks and their role is to
learn the information, which is reflected in the way their
personality develops [12].

Some, such as reference [12] advocate the adoption of
more modern methods, e.g. student-centred, active
learning using brainstorming, teamwork and inventive
thinking. The government launched the King Abdullah
Bin Abdul Aziz Project for Developing Public Education
(Tatweer) in 2007, with a budget of SAR 11.8 billion, to
modernise the educational system and introduce modern
technologies such as the internet and computer
applications [2-38] starting at secondary level where
students will adapt more easily [38], but also to develop
teachers’ skills and enhance and improve school activities
[2-9].

Even at university level, students do not carry out
research and are expected to rely on lectures for their
learning [3]. However, innovation in teaching has begun
and active learning strategies are now being used at some
universities [5]. Women’s education also uses passive
methods [16] and it is suggested that lecturers merely
reflect their own experience in their methods of delivery
[11], though improvements have been noted in quality and
variation of education received by women in Saudi Arabia
[40]. Therefore, the Saudi government is working to
develop the quality of its education system and
considerable change is being seen.

3. Teaching Methods

The Ministry of higher Education seeks to develop
methodologies for women’s education based on Islamic
law and social norms. ENTSAB was used at first and
Ministry of Higher Education offered a distance education
programme at Girls' Colleges from 2006 which used Very
Small  Aperture  Terminal (VSAT), broadcasting
technology to allow remote access to master’s degrees
[7,8,9]. Women can also watch lectures given by male
instructors on closed-circuit television [4], hence avoiding
the problem of attending class and reference [8] suggests
that public universities should allow females to receive
lectures from male staff using closed-circuit television
with one-way video and a two-way audio broadcast
system. Recently, ENTSAB has been improved to operate
off-campus for the new Enhanced Distance Education
where students can interact directly with their instructors
via the internet [21]. This is a major development made
possible by the advances in telecommunication
infrastructure in recent years. This means that students are
able to access satellite broadcasts and alongside using the

internet [17], it makes education more accessible for
women. The new ENTSAB says enrolment has risen from
4% in 2000/2001 to 28% in 2003/2004, however, as the
number of places increased the take-up did not keep pace
even though access to university became easier (see
Figure 4) [29].
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Figure 4. Saudi female enrolment for a bachelor degree at universities
through the ENTSAB methods for the years 2000/2001, 2003/2004,
2006/2007 and 2008/2009 [29]

4. Barriers

Even though civilisation has brought many changes to
the social and religious practices within Muslim
communities, transition towards accepting education
acquisition by Islamic women, especially higher education,
has been faced with many obstacles, which infers rejection
in many Islamic countries. Saudi Arabia is not an
exception considering that the Saudi higher education
system changed to improve education equity, with
consequent gender parity, only in the last decade [34].
Religious beliefs coupled with social practices with regard
to gender-based roles have resulted in the perception that
higher education is more relevant to males than females,
hence the institutionalisation of very few schools for
women. Because of this, fewer education opportunities are
presented to women.

Moreover, in the past, gender segregation has been
employed to restrict Saudi women to particular study
fields. In the recent past, the Saudi Government has
emphasised the need for equity and acquisition of higher
education by women in order to enhance their education
status in society. In addition, in Islam, it is believed that
education for both genders should be available
[11,12,13,14] and the 1970 Saudi education policy stated
that women and men have an equal right to education [25].
However, barriers pose difficulties, for example, they have
to call in advance for their required education materials
from King Fahad Public Library in Riyadh and send a
man to pick them up because they are not allowed to use
the library in person [18], and must have a close male
relative (mahram) as guardian to be eligible for a
government scholarship to study abroad [28]. This
indicates that improving laws related to women is required
to support their educational capabilities.

Social and religious beliefs obstruct female education to
a greater or lesser degree depending on their location in
the country [12]. The social norms dictate how Saudi
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women behave, for example, Dorter’s 1997 study [cited in
6] shows that an explanation given by a female research
participant on a distance course demonstrates that the
mere presence of men inhibits the learning possibility of
women [6] as one woman cites how she felt obliged to
leave a distance learning chat room when a male friend of
her family entered. Reference [36] agree that there is a
strong relationship between culture and learning, which is
reflected in the way people prefer to learn and reference
[39] noticed that communication between genders is
affected by cultural, social and religious inputs. This
shows the need to reduce the impact of social and
religious beliefs towards the ability of women to learn.

A notable Saudi women’s rights activist Wajeha Al-
Huwaidar, interviewed by Hurra TV in 2007, said that in
general women in Saudi Arabia live in prison because
they face five types of shackles, namely tribe, family,
religious institutions, political organisation and society
[26]. However, not all Saudi women agree to remove the
rule of male guardianship over women such as Saudi
women’s rights activist Rowdah Al Yousef who has
adopted the campaign “My Guardian Knows what’s Best
for Me”, which aims to stand against those women who
are demanding to be treated as adults by supporting the
continuance of women guardianship [23]. Therefore,
policy-makers must be aware of the effect of culture and
religion on all aspects of life to be successful in
implementing new policies and innovation [5]. In effect it
is not enough to merely set up education for women, it
must be set up to be accessible to women.

It is clear that segregation, mobility, early marriage,
family honour and veiling are the main social and
religious beliefs of Saudi society that impact on women’s
higher education [1]. Gender segregation is required in
almost all situations, including virtual environments, and
this will influence women’s education [7-14]. A literal
interpretation of the Quran shows that any type of
communication between unmarried or unrelated males and
females is restricted [14], and a man cannot talk directly to
a woman not related to him, even via the internet [7-32],
to avoid sexual attraction (fitna) according to reference
[25]. Indeed, a case where a father killed his daughter for
being on Facebook with a man has been recorded [24],
though this is due to traditional values rather than
religious beliefs [31]. Gender segregation, as a societal
need to derail women in their professional life, has been
employed to restrict Saudi women to particular study
fields.

In addition, since men are responsible for their women
(female family members), their permission is required for
a woman to leave their home [7-15]. The practice of male
guardian provision to women intending to pursue
education abroad is mitigated to allow more women
access to international education. Therefore, women’s
mobility is very restricted [35] by culture, which could
affect their higher education opportunities. This implies
that the subordination of women to men needs to be
removed in order to enhance women’s ability to live their
own life. Moreover, according to reference [12], early
marriage is one of the major factors that obstruct females’
education. Women may drop out of school or higher
education in order to marry, especially in rural areas
where marriage is still a priority over education. This
would unfavourably influence their chances of completing

their higher education [ibid]. This shows that women
could easily miss out on education opportunities by being
forcefully married off.

Additionally, family honour in Saudi society is directly
related to women’s chastity [17-25]. Reference [[37], p.
18] explains that in society and in Islam “the woman is the
repository of moral deeds in her family, thus she can
destroy the honour of the family. She carries her family
honour with her even after marriage and she continues to
represent her family through modesty.”” Therefore, this
can further restrict women’s mobility and in turn might
limit their higher education [14-40]. Furthermore, the
requirement for women to cover their body with an abaya,
their hair with a hijab and their face with a veil when they
meet a person not related to them, as such might affect
their chance of getting married, especially in remote areas
[25-31], has led to the segregation of women.

These beliefs permeate society and cannot be ignored
by the government when new policies are set because of
the high degree of their influence on the social lives of
women. Therefore, the adoption of e-learning could be an
important step towards addressing these barriers in a
number of ways. First, e-learning will enable teaching
these women practical skills that put them on equal
footing with male students. This will help provide such
women with the required skills and knowledge in areas
such as law, human rights and politics among others.
Secondly, the barrier of mobility will be addressed by the
adoption of e-learning since these students will have
enhanced flexibility in accessing course and single gender
lectures from all corners of the country. It is important to
note that access to traditional classroom is limited for
Saudi women since they are prohibited from driving. In
addition, e-learning will ensure that those women who
have been forced into early marriages get the opportunity
to continue with their education from their homes. This is
because e-learning ensures that such women interact with
women faced with a similar challenge and thus provides a
platform for initiating change in their situation. On the
other hand, the adoption of e-learning might be an a step
towards entrenching these barriers deeper, but the idea of
finding new ways for women who are restricted by these
beliefs of society is the main goal and it is better than to
leave them without a chance of completing their studies.

In spite of the barriers that stand in front of women’s
education, the Saudi government, especially in the last
decade, has obviously showed its commitment to move
forward at all levels in general and in higher education,
particularly by increasing the higher education institutions
and distributing them in the whole country to ensure that
all women can easily access them [27]. This direction was
mainly driven by King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz and his
vision towards Saudi women’s role in society. For
example, King Abdullah offers women a valuable
opportunity to study abroad as is the case for men, which
is definitely a huge movement for them to be educated in a
society that gives men priority over women. Interestingly,
King Abdullah has succeeded in this trend and made it run
smoothly without any conflict within society [13-33]. This
implies that the acceptance of the ability to move
women’s education further within society existed but
needed to be supported by the government.
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5. Conclusion

It must be said that women’s higher education
opportunities have increased with the improvement of
female higher education provision but the opportunities
are still not able to provide the level of education needed
to meet the demand of women or to provide equality of
access across the country. The provision and opportunities
are far better for those in the larger cities while for women
in more remote parts of the country, access is almost
impossible. Even for those in the urban areas near larger
universities, access to higher education is limited by many
factors including culture, society and religion. However,
the Saudi government is on the right path in the
improvement of its women’s education and should
continue doing so as education would probably enhance
their status in society in may ways.
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