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ABSTRACT 
When Saudi Arabia formally became a nation in 1932, education was largely limited to 
instruction for a select few in Islamic schools. Today, public education—from primary 
education through college—is open to every Saudi citizen. The education system in Saudi Arabia 
is primarily under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Higher 
Education and the General Organization for Technical Education and Vocational Training. 
Other authorities such as the Ministry of Defence and Aviation, the Presidency of the National 
Guard, and the Ministry of the Interior provide their affiliates and children with education at all 
levels, consistent with Ministry of Education guidelines. The highest authority that supervises 
education in Saudi Arabia is the Supreme Committee for Educational Policy, established in 
1963. [1] According to the World Bank database, public spending on education is 6.8 percent of 
GDP, and public spending on education as a percentage of government expenditure was 27.6 
percent in 2004. Education spending as a percentage of overall spending tripled from 1970 to 
2000, and neither economic growth nor the price of oil had much impact on this trend.[2] 
Key words:  Public education, education system, educational policy, public spending, economic 
growth. 
 
Introduction 
Education in Saudi Arabia is an area in which women have experienced significant progress. The 
Saudi government has gone to considerable effort to increase girls’ access to education and 
reduce the gender gap at different educational levels. Women’s education has brought about a 
number of social developments in the country, such as a reduction in fertility and mortality rates, 
an improvement in health and nutrition, and an increase in female participation in the labor force. 
However, lingering social norms, local traditions, and the structure of the system of public 
education have been constraints on women’s realization of their equal opportunities in society 
and their full participation in the labor market. Today, reforming the educational system for girls 
has become a priority as well as a great challenge for the Saudi government. 
 
A more flexible perception of women’s participation in the workforce is needed. This would 
generate more job opportunities for Saudi women, contributing to national income, while 
reducing the country’s dependence on foreign labor. Further educational reforms and 
developments, improving the quality of girls’ education and emphasizing their role in 



, 20144Arabian Journal of Business and Management Review (Nigerian Chapter) Vol. 2, No.  

2 
 

community development, should strive to produce a society committed to mobilizing its human 
resources for a competitive market. 
 
It is true that Saudi society has its unique social characteristics; however, the Saudi government 
should invest more in specific specializations and skills so as to build a balance between tradition 
and the demands for the productive participation of women in society. 
 
The current analysis identifies the major achievements made by the Saudi government in the 
field of public education for girls. It also probes the issues which are hampering the development 
of girls’ education and women’s active involvement in the labor market. Finally, it presents a 
number of policy reforms and recommendations that, if implemented, would lead to 
the institution of high-quality education for women, along with a more advanced and knowledge 
based society, the participation of Saudi women in society, and the reshaping of the socio-
cultural perception of women in Saudi society. 
 
The Saudi Government: Decades of Achievement 
 
Toward Universal Education: A major priority of the Saudi government has been to guarantee 
the right to education to all male and female citizens, free of charge without any discrimination. 
This right is embedded in the fundamental provisions of the Basic Law of Governance and in all 
education and training laws, which makes education compulsory for children between the ages of 
6 and 15, with equal conditions for access to free education.i 
 
Over the past 40 years, the government has succeeded in building an educational infrastructure 
that has led to an increase in school and university enrollment as well as a reduction in illiteracy 
rates. It has provided basic education for children by enrolling all school age children (boys and 
girls) in primary school and offering literacy classes for adults (men and women). Achieving 
universal primary education encompasses not only full enrollment but also high-quality 
education—i.e., all children who are attending school regularly should learn basic literacy and 
numeracy skills and complete primary school on time. According to the latest UNESCO 2008 
projections, Saudi Arabia is moving toward the goal of achieving universal primary education 
with rapid progress but still has further to go.ii 

 
Results indicate that net enrollment (for both boys and girls) in primary education has increased 
significantly, from 84.5 percent in 1990 to 93.0 percent in 2007. The number of students enrolled 
in primary education reached 2.44 million in 2007, distributed in 13,454 schools across the 
country. The percentage of students who had started grade 1 and reached grade 5 also increased, 
from 74.5 percent in 1990 to 98.2 percent in 2007.iii 

 
The number of schools in the kingdom reached 31,399 in 2005–06, an increase of 808 schools or 
2.6 percent from the previous year 2004–05. Also, the total number of enrolled students, both 
boys and girls, reached 4,746,579 in 2005–06, an increase of 103,410 students or 2.2 percent 
from the previous year.iv 
Ever-increasing Government Expenditure on Education: The special emphasis given by the 
Saudi government to achieving its objectives in universal education has led to an increase in the 
allocation for education and human resource development, from SR47 billion (US$12.5 billion) 
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in 2002, to SR96.7 billion (US$25.7 billion) in 2007, to SR105 billion (US$28 billion) in 2008, 
to SR122 billion ($32.5 billion) in 2009 (see Exhibit 1). 
 
Exhibit 1 
Government Expenditure on Education, 2002–09 
 

 
 
 
Source: Ministry of Education, Statistical Report (1426-27); Al Rajhi Report, p. 7; Arab News, 23/12/2008 
 
These numbers represent an ever-increasing share of the general government budget: In 2002, 
the government allocated 20.13 percent of its total spending to education and human resource 
development; in 2009, that number rose to 25.7 percent. 
Percentage of female students at all school levels (1974-75 and 2004-2005): The Seventh and 
Eighth Five-Year Development Plans of the Saudi Government 
The Seventh Five-Year Development Plan (2001–2005) makes primary and secondary 
levels of education compulsory for both boys and girls. It aims to increase the number 
of male and female students enrolled in education from 3.99 million in 1999 to 5.1 
million by 2005. The Plan also aims to update and develop school curricula and 
teaching methods and to improve teachers’ skills. It also encourages the private sector 
to participate in the provision of higher education. Technical education is also being 
emphasized, mainly by increasing enrollment in the Kingdom’s 74 technical colleges 
and vocational institutes. 
 
The Eighth Five-Year Development Plan (2005–2009) seeks to achieve an enrollment 
average of 100 percent in primary education. It endorses a new educational strategy to 
meet the requirements of the local job market. The Supreme Council of Education, 
appointed by the government, aims to raise the standard of higher education and to 
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improve the quality of Saudi education, including technical education for girls and 
greater vocational training while preparing them to enter the labor market. 
 
Tangible Efforts to Promote Gender Equality 
1. The Saudi government has made considerable efforts to promote gender equality, per the 
third Millennium Development Goal, and to ensure girls’ equal access to basic education. On 7 
September 2000, Saudi Arabia signed and ratified the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) with some reservations. The term 
“discrimination against women” refers to “any distinction, exclusion, or restriction made on the 
basis of sex.” Both the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Higher Education are 
responsible for male and female education; the latter is segregated from boys’ education, in 
accordance with the Shari’a law. 
 
2. National results indicate that there has been considerable progress in achieving gender 
equality among school students. Statistics indicate that a considerable increase occurred in the 
number of female students at all school levels over a period of 30 years, from 272,054 in 1974– 
75 to 2,121,893 in 2004–05. The percentage of female students at all school levels increased 
from 33 percent in 1974–75 to 48 percent in 2004–05 (see Exhibit 2). 
                                                                                    

 
Source: SAMA, 2008, Ministry of Education, p. 374 
 
Similarly, in 1974–75, there were 1,024 female schools, which represented 26 percent of the 
total number of schools at all levels. But after 30 years, the number of female schools increased 
to 24,464 and represented 49 percent of the total number of schools at all levels.vi 
3. The government’s considerable interest in girls’ education is demonstrated by the 
financial assistance granted to female students in all areas and stages of education. Budget 
allocations for boys and girls were almost equal in 1999–2000, but the percentage allocation for 
girls’ education surpassed that for boys a few years later (see Exhibit 3). 
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Exhibit 3 
Comparative Education Budget Allocations for Males and Females 

 
Source: Ministry of Education, Statistical Report, (1426-27) p. 252; & UN CEDAW,p.21 
 

4. The Saudi government also provides opportunities to young Saudi women to enroll at 
all levels of higher education, with incentives in the form of allowances throughout their years 
of study. 
• More than 38 educational institutes for women in the country and eight universities for 
women are directly under the patronage of the Ministry of Education. 
• Women represent more than 58 percent of the total number of Saudi university students. 
Government statistics indicate that the total number of female students enrolled at the 
university level, seeking a bachelor’s degree, more than tripled from 93,486 in 1995–96 to 
340,857 in 2005–06.vii 
• The government has also accorded great importance to vocational training for women. The 
number of vocational institutes for women reached 27 in 2004–05, enrolling more than 
3,408 women students studying home economics. The number of other institutes for training 
in sewing reached 51 in 2004–-05, where more than 2,218 students are enrolled.viii 
• At the same time, the private sector launched a number of private schools and universities 
for girls and women, based on the efforts of individuals or private institutions and under the 
supervision of the Ministry of Education. There are approximately 10 private colleges and 
universities for women spread throughout major cities including Riyadh, Al Khobar, Jeddah, 
and Al Baha. 
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Development of Women’s Education in Saudi Arabia 
 
Interest in education in Saudi Arabia grew along with the development of the economy 
after the discovery of oil in 1935. The Ministry of Education was established in 1953 
and public schools for boys opened the same year. Girls were still confined to their 
homes by the traditional norms of gender segregation. Their education was restricted 
to the house, where a sheikh would teach them how to read the Qur’an and the basics 
of writing. It was only in the late 1950s and early 1960s that important steps were 
taken to open the first schools for girls in Saudi Arabia. By the mid-1970s, about half of 
all Saudi girls attended school. In the early 1980s, education was available to all Saudi 
girls, and young women were already enrolled in and graduating from the universities. 
The public system of women’s education in Saudi Arabia is segregated and is 
supported by the Saudi government.ix 
 
Achievements in Social Development 
Investing in female education has been crucial to Saudi national development, as it 
improved the country’s social and cultural development. Women’s education is associated 
with vital measures of human resource development, such as reducing population growth and 
mortality rates, improving health and nutrition, and increasing literacy rates. 
 
The Saudi Government is improving the quality of girls' education and has started to implement 
a new reform policy as well as instituting a series of initiatives such as King Abdullah bin Abdul 
Aziz Al Saud project for General Education Development (Tatwir). The project is a new measure 
launched to introduce changes to the education system to help students achieve knowledge,and 
expertise. The project aims to train teachers in school management,educational supervision, 
curriculum development, computer science, training and self-development skills, and to apply 
modern technology in the educational process. 
  
Human Resource Development in Saudi Arabia 
Total fertility rates (number of children per family) decreased from 7.3 (1970–75) to 
6.2 (1995–2000) to 5.5 (2000– 05) and reached 3.7 in 2007. 
Infant mortality rates (per 1,000 infants) decreased from 118.0 in 1970 to 21.0 in 
2005 and to 18.6 in 2007. 
Life expectancy at birth increased from 53.9 years (1970–75) to 71.6 (2000–05) and 
reached 74.3 in 2007. 
Youth literacy rate (boys and girls age 15–24 years old) has increased from 85.9 
percent in 1990 to 96.7 percent in 2007. 
Adult literacy rate (15+) increased from 66.2 percent in 1990 to 79.4 percent in 
2000–04. For males, the literacy rate went from 76.2 percent to 87.1 during that 
period; for females, from 50.2 percent to 69.3 percent. 
Female illiteracy rate (10 years and above) reached a low of 20.2 per cent in 2007, 
as compared to the male illiteracy rate, which registered an average of 7.3 percent. 
Gross enrollment ratio (GER) for females at the primary level increased from 67 
percent in 1991 to 92 percent in 2006 (regional average). At the secondary level, the 
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female GER increased from 39 percent in 1991 to 65 percent in 2006. 
 
 
 
 
 
Major constraints affecting the education of women 
 
Local Customs and Traditions 
The Saudi Universities Law, the Civil Service Law, and the Labour and Workers Law treat 
women the same as men with regard to specific considerations such as grade, salary, curricula, 
opportunities in education, employment, and training, as long as they are consistent with the 
Shari’a law that is the basis of Saudi law. 
However, there are many shortcomings in implementation, as operationally these laws are not 
fully enforced. A mixture of local norms and traditions, social beliefs, and principles 
emanating from the patriarchal system stand in the way, exerting a considerable influence on 
women’s lives and limiting their opportunity to acquire or complete their education. They 
are linked to gender discrepancies, i.e., the traditional roles of men and women in society, 
which often favor boys over girls. 
Marriage and the low level of awareness of the social and cultural value of girls’ education are 
major factors that hamper girls’ education. 
The major symptom of this gender disparity is the high dropout rates in schools and 
colleges. Despite the improvements in access to and the participation in primary education as 
well as the rising age at marriage as seen in the increasing number of girls at secondary level, 
the dropout rate is still high. 
 
High Dropout Rates for Girls 
• The problem of dropouts is significant at all educational levels. UNESCO estimated the 
total number of out-of-school children in Saudi Arabia (boys and girls in primary education) 
at 793,000 in 2005. This number, which corresponds to a rate of 3.22 percent of the total 
population in Saudi Arabia, is relatively high when compared with the average dropout rates 
(as a percentage of total population) of Arab states (1.96 percent), developing countries 
(1.32 percent), and the world (1.11 percent).x Another study published by a number of Saudi 
educational experts estimated the percentage of dropouts (out of the total student body, male 
and female) at 13 percent at the primary level, 18 percent at the intermediate level, and 37 
percent at the secondary level.xi 
• The total rate of 37 percent (boys and girls) dropping out during high school is 
significant. Based on the prevailing traditional culture and the equal distribution of boys and 
girls in high school, it would be conservative to assume that the drop-out rate among girls is 
within that range. As girls reach puberty, they mostly drop out to get married. This 
phenomenon is confirmed once again after high school graduation. Dropout rates for girls 
become very significant as we approach university levels. 
• Based on a close analysis of the annual number of female secondary school graduates 
between 1996–97 and 2004–05 and the number of new female students enrolled at university 
in every subsequent year,xii the percentage of girls who opted not to enter university 
after completing high school was on average above 25 percent during that period. 
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However, the drop-out trend shows an improvement, with the number of female students 
opting not to continue their studies decreasing from 38.8 percent in 1997–98 to 20.48 
percent in 2004–05. Nevertheless this improvement, which seems to reflect an increase in 
age at marriage, is negated by the large number of dropouts during university. 
• A comparison of the annual number of female students newly enrolled at the university 
between 1996-97 and 2002-03 and the corresponding number of graduates four years later 
indicates that an alarming average of 33 percent of the class did not graduate in the target 
year. This number greatly increased in 2004–05 and 2005–06 as it reached respectively 
40 percent and 60 percent. 
 
 
All of these facts represent a significant waste of educated human resources, which has 
been continuously reported and which is associated with social and cultural factors. 
Marriage is still a priority for young women. In particular, young girls still face serious 
problems in terms of completing their schooling. Many of them are withdrawn from school 
near or after puberty, carrying a heavy obligation of domestic duties, and many drop out under 
family pressure, due to early marriage. 
 
Early Marriage Is Still a Serious Problem 
• Early marriage is still a problem in pockets of Saudi society, mainly in rural areas and 
among illiterates. Many cases have been reported in which very young girls were married 
to much older men.xiii 
• Early marriage (before 16 years) hinders girls’ education due to their marital and family 
responsibilities, which in turn negatively influences their chances of employment and 
the economic status of the family. It also negatively affects their health as they are at 
greater risk of dying from causes related to pregnancy and childbirth. 
• According to a medical research study undertaken in Jeddah, 27.2 percent of the Saudi 
women participants were married before 16 years old and “they were at twice the risk of 
spontaneous abortion, four times the risk of combined fetal death and infant mortality, and 
twice the risk of losing pregnancies any time during their childbearing years.”xiv 
• Low minimum age for marriage is an issue of concern in Saudi Arabiaxv as there is no 
legal minimum age for marriage, for boys or girls. The Saudi Human Rights Commission 
(SHRC) launched a campaign to set a minimum age for marriage in the country of 17 for 
women and 18 for men. 
 
Structure of the Public Education System 
 
Weaknesses of the System 
• Extensive criticisms and complaints have been raised by various Saudi academics and 
professionals (men and women) regarding the limitations of the structure of the system of 
public education for students, both boys and girls. 
• Criticisms have also been addressed by members of the Shoura (consultative) Council 
to the Minister of Education questioning the educational performance of the Ministry 
during the past years, specifically about the curriculum and programs that do not meet 
students’ socioeconomic needs or their expectations.xvi 
• A recent World Bank study examined the better-engineered education systems in Middle 
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East and North Africa (MENA) countries, looking at physical conditions, curriculum, 
teaching, finance, and administration. Saudi Arabia scored low in pedagogy, structure of 
education, flow of students, and resource mobilization, and only medium in teaching 
capacity.xvii 
• According to the 2007 “Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study” (TIMSS) 
undertaken by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, 
and based on an international evaluation of 50 countries, the educational system in Saudi 
Arabia is lagging well behind European, Asian, American, other Arab countries in 
mathematics and sciences. It took 46th place out of 49 in mathematics and 44th place out 
of 49 in sciences. Saudi students got an average of 329 points, which was well below the 
world average of 500 points.xviii 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Shortcomings of the Curriculum for Girls 
• The public education system treats males and females differently due to the genderbased 
expectations of society. Public school systems direct boys and girls into different 
courses by a differential tracking system whereby boys are taught to think about “male” 
activities and girls are encouraged to develop for their future roles as mothers and 
housewives. The curricula in girls’ schools stress courses that are suitable for the social and 
biological function of a woman in a traditional society and to prepare her to do what suits 
her “nature” (i.e., maternity). This association has led to a limited range of fields for female 
students in schools, universities, and colleges. 
• Girls’ curricula at all school levels have not been seriously revised for more than 20 
years and textbooks have not been updated. Without the introduction of new information 
that reflects developmental changes in society, the curriculum is not providing students with 
the necessary skills to enhance their overall education and to find jobs. 
• The girls’ curricula at the primary, intermediate, and secondary levels are dominated 
by religious studies and Arabic language. Mathematics, sciences, foreign languages, 
and information and communication technology (ICT) are lagging behind. Schools at 
the primary and intermediate levels are not equipped with computers and girls do not use the 
Internet. At the secondary level, the use of computers in girls’ schools started only four 
years ago but to a lesser degree than in boys’ schools. English language classes were only 
introduced in 2007 at the primary level (two hours per week) and are lagging at the 
intermediate and secondary levels. Home Economics (two hours per week) is a cooking class 
that seems to have no educational value. History and Geography classes are limited and do 
not incorporate a broad overview of the Arab region and the world. When compared to the 
boys’ curriculum, the girls’ curriculum lacks also administrative and business studies, 
accounting, general activity, physical education, and national education. 
• Physical education is nonexistent for Saudi girls in schools at all educational levels. 
Sports are considered to be incompatible with local traditions and customs. However, 
physical activity is a necessity for the health and mental well-being of girl students. In 
addition to keeping the body strong and flexible, it boosts circulation to the brain and helps 
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clear thinking. It also plays a major role in the prevention of diseases. Due to the lack of 
activity and exposure to the sun, respectively, Saudi females have alarmingly high rates of 
obesity (51 percent) and osteoporosis (67 percent).xix When the issue of physical 
education was discussed in the Shoura Council, 75 members out of 120 expressed the 
opinion that the decision should be a political one.xx 
• National education is also lacking in the girls’ curriculum. Girls lack civic and national 
education, which covers the concept of country affiliation, the feeling of identification with 
the state and the government, and the ways they can defend their country. In order to prevent 
terrorism, this is vital for girls who will become mothers and will be responsible for teaching 
future generations of boys and girls. 
• General and extracurricular activities are also missing in most parts of the girls’ 
curricula, including educational and cultural trips to museums and archaeological places; 
cooperation with other schools, universities, and libraries; and education about social issues 
and health care. 
• The girls’ curriculum lacks fieldwork, teamwork, and innovative research based on 
evaluation and brainstorming. Methods for teaching girls still tend to focus at all 
educational levels on the traditional way of learning, based on repetition and memorization 
instead of analytic research methodology, creative thinking, personality development, and 
the development of skills. 
 
 
Lack of Adequate Teacher Training 
Girls’ education also suffers from a shortage of well-qualified teachers. Saudi academics 
have expressed their criticism to the Ministry of Education about the performance of teachers 
and the need to formulate new programs for teaching.xxiv This criticism arises even though 
statistics indicate that the total number of female teachers in the public system of education (at 
all school levels) has increased from 185,956 in 2001–02 to 211,283 in 2005–06.xxv This 
number is high and members of the teaching profession are relatively well-paid by the 
government—between SR5,000 (US$1,335) and SR17,000 (US$4,535) per month. 
Experts confirm that Saudi teachers lack frequent assessment and monitoring of the 
quality of their teaching performance during the school year. Another common complaint 
among experts in the field and among members of the teaching body itself is that the system 
should extend beyond the traditional methods of teaching because it is not providing teachers 
with adequate teaching and training programs. This lack of training is reflected in the 
inability to communicate and interact with students, encourage teamwork, and develop the 
personality of students while promoting the value of understanding and tolerance. 
This also is reflected in a general inability to use information and communication 
technology (ICT) and to integrate it into the teaching and learning process. The system is 
also not providing teachers with sufficient incentives to upgrade their competencies; high 
academic qualifications are not part of the requirements and the concept of lifelong learning, 
which is essential to update knowledge and skills, is broadly missing. 
 
Lack of Equal Gender Opportunity in Decision Making 
• Saudi women do not share sufficiently in decision making at the highest levels in 
government educational policies. A Supervisory Bureau for Women’s Education, 
consisting entirely of women employees, exists in each province and district of the 
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Kingdom; it is in charge of inspecting, orienting, and directing the primary, intermediate, 
and secondary levels of girls’ education. It also deals with major administrative affairs 
pertaining to girls’ schools and teachers. Each bureau reports to the General Manager of 
Educational Affairs, a man, who heads the bureau in each area, and who reports to the 
Minister of Education. A woman has been appointed as Assistant General Manager of 
Educational Affairs to each area manager. 
• The major posts in the Ministry of Education are held by men (the Minister of 
Education, the Vice Minister, and the Deputy Minister). Major final decisions about 
women’s education are made by them in coordination with male administrators and staff in 
the Ministry of Education and in the Shoura Council. Significant cooperation and 
communication between men and women are not at all frequent. In February 2009, Ms. Nora 
Al-Fayez was appointed as the first female Vice Education Minister for girls’ education. 
• At the higher education level, only one post has been assigned to a woman since 2000. 
The current Director General of Girls’ Higher Education, reporting to the Minister of Higher 
Education, is Princess Dr. Jawhara bint Fahd bin Muhammad bin Abdul Rahman Al Saud; 
• At the most basic level, women students suffer also from the lack of equal opportunity 
with men in obtaining scholarships. This is due to the fact that the Ministry of Higher 
Education requires that every female student should be accompanied by a mahram or a male 
relative when traveling outside the country. She also needs to have his consent to be granted 
a scholarship to study abroad. 
 
Limited Fields of Specialization and Scientific Research 
• At the university level, the fields of education and training for women are limited, as the 
specializations do not correspond to the needs of the labor market. Women’s degrees are 
concentrated in education and teaching, human sciences, natural sciences, and Islamic 
studies (see Exhibit 4). 
Exhibit 4 
Female Graduate Degrees by Department (2004–05) 
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Source: Al Hamed, M., Ziadeh, M., Al Oteibi, B., and Mutawalli, N., Al Taalim fi AlMamlaka al Arabiya 
AlSaudia: Rouyat al Hader wa Istishraf al Mustakbal, 4th ed., Al Rushd Library, Beirut, Lebanon, 
1428/2007 
 
Of all female university graduates in 2007, 93 percent had degrees in education and 
teaching or human sciences.xxvi 
• While the enrollment of women in the fields of science and technology is low, the fields 
of engineering and agriculture remain predominantly male territory. The other fields of 
specialization are limited depending on the university. Women have also limited options to 
join higher studies programs and get degrees in the ICT field. 
• Due to cultural restrictions and biases in relation to the expected role of women in society, 
the system of education has been reinforcing gender-segregated cultural norms. This 
explains the high concentration of women in education, as teaching is generally perceived as 
a female job, and a social extension of a woman’s cultural role as mother and housewife. 
• Data indicates the lack of women’s enrollment in scientific fields. This limits Saudi 
women’s potential for progress in an age that is increasingly oriented toward scientific and 
technological advancement. 
• A strong teaching and scientific research approach is therefore necessary in the field of 
women’s public education; opportunities for cross-disciplinary education and research with 
other international universities, as well as the use of international expertise, are not broadly 
available. 
Disconnect with the Country’s Social and Economic Priorities 
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• Thousands of Saudi women are graduating each year from university but are not effectively 
utilized. The problem for Saudi women is related to availability of jobs and restrictions 
on work opportunities. Due to these restrictions, considerable resources and talents are not 
utilized although they are urgently needed in the labor market. 
• Women are a valuable resource who should be effectively utilized in the national 
economy by allowing them to join all fields of education and to work in all sectors. This is a 
vital and necessary step for national development and progress. 
• The number of Saudi men and Saudi women is nearly the same (50 and 49 percent, 
respectively), but there is an imbalance in their participation in the labor market. 
• The fact that the majority of young women are graduating in the fields of education and 
social services has created a gender imbalance in the Saudi labor market and contributed 
to high unemployment rates of female university graduates. 
• The rate of Saudi women’s participation in the labor force was 5.4 percent in 1992, 
increasing to a rate of 14 percent in 2007.xxviii This is an improvement; however, it is still 
very low as compared to Saudi males’ participation, which was 40.9 percent in the same 
year.xxix 
• This situation has intensified the dependence on foreign skilled and unskilled labor, which is 
expensive and considerable, as non-Saudis’ participation in the labor force reached 51 
percent of the total in 2007.xxx 
 
Major steps currently being taken by the Saudi government to improve the system of 
public education for women 
 
The Sixth National Meeting for Intellectual Dialogue 
In November 2006, a meeting was held in the Jouf region on “Education: Current Situation 
and Means of Development.” The major recommendations were: 
• The present state of education in the Kingdom needs to be reviewed and a comprehensive 
strategy for the development of all components of general, higher, and technical education 
must be adopted. This strategy must be founded on new economic, social, and political 
developments as well as on local and international variables and incorporate a review of 
educational policy. 
• Curricula and course material must be reviewed and updated on an ongoing basis and the 
occupational level of teachers and faculty must be improved. 
• Buildings and technical equipment must be provided; assessment and accreditation 
programs through independent agencies must be instituted, particularly with regard to 
assessing the performance of educational institutions and their output; the standard of 
scholarly research must be raised; the task of carrying out some programs of university, 
technical, and vocational education must be given to the private sector; outstanding 
international experience in this field must be taken into consideration.xxxi 
 
Tatwir 
Tatwir, which is the King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz Al Saud Project for General Education 
Development, is a new educational measure, launched two years ago to introduce changes to 
the system of education for boys and girls. This project, which costs nearly SR12 billion 
(US$3.2 billion), aims to train more than 400,000 male and female teachers in school 
management, educational supervision, curriculum development, computer science, training, 
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and self-development skills. Fifty secondary schools in different parts of the Kingdom have 
been already selected to implement the project; the school leader or resident supervisor will be 
responsible for improving the efficiency of teachers. The project intends to apply modern 
technology in the educational process, and has been adopted after successful experiments at 
schools took place in other countries. Tatwir is now implemented in each of the 13 provinces in 
two secondary schools (one for boys and one for girls) where the schools are provided with 
modern technological facilities. The goal of Tatwir is to help students achieve knowledge and 
expertise.xxxii 
 
Princess Noura bint Abdul Rahman University for Women 
King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz Al Saud laid the foundation stone for the new infrastructure of 
Princess Noura bint Abdul Rahman University for women in October 2008. The university is 
designed to become one of the largest centers of higher education for Saudi women, presenting 
them with new educational opportunities to enter the labor market. It will include an academic 
area of 15 colleges, including the College of Medicine, College of Nursing, College of 
Pharmacology, College of Physiotherapy, College of Dentistry, and a number of other colleges 
such as the College of Administrative Sciences, the Computer and Technology College, the 
Kindergarten College, the College of Science, and the College of Languages and Translation. 
It will also include a housing area for staff and students with public facilities, including 
mosques, schools, and other recreational installations. It will have a capacity for 40,000 female 
students by 2010. The general cost will exceed SR20 billion (US$5.3 billion) and the 2009 
Saudi government budget allocated SR1.43 billion (US$381 million) especially for the 
university.xxxiii 
 
Policy recommendations and proposed actions to improve women’s education 
 
What Should Be Done? 
More must be done at the governmental level to provide women equal opportunity in 
education and to ensure that women benefit from full education, eradication of illiteracy, and 
vocational training. The government needs to formulate an educational reform strategy for 
young women that includes major structural changes in the school system and that will 
respond to the demands and priorities of a dynamic society. It is vital that the policy of the 
government be geared toward facing the new social and economic changes affecting the 
country and the Arab region. The success of Saudi society depends on how it will invest in all 
its members, not only men, as women are also a valuable potential resource in the development 
of the country. The development of female skills will lead to the development of human 
resource capital, thus minimizing their economic isolation in the Saudi market. The education 
system has been producing a large number of employment-seeking women graduates that the 
economy of the country needs. It is only by strengthening the general education system of 
girls at the primary, secondary and university levels, and improving women’s access to 
high-quality education that Saudi women's participation in the labor force will increase 
and more work opportunities will be available for them. Saudi Arabia will be able to face the 
global challenges of a present-day society. 
High-level policy should be oriented toward creating a favourable sociocultural 
environment for women. Educational change cannot in itself reform a whole society; the 
right environmental conditions must be present or created. It is essential that education be 
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recognized as a vital issue requiring the total commitment of society, including men, women, 
the government, the private sector, and civil society. It is crucial for the Saudi government to 
revise the concept of girls’ education, to focus on the role and nature of education in a 
conservative society, and to define what role it should play in reshaping a modern society. 
Cultural constraints placed on women should be cleared away gradually through education and 
public enlightenment with a view that accepts women as equal partners with men in society. 
Social and cultural patterns should be modified according to a more tolerant interpretation of 
the values of Saudi society. These reforms should start at home with the education of the 
mother and the father and with the upbringing of the present generation of children, 
while initiating them into an open culture, based on tolerance and understanding. The 
success of women’s education requires changes in the conduct and actions of major actors, 
such as policy officials and educational authorities. 
Decisions/Actions Required at High Governmental Level 
1. Enforce the May 2004 law that makes primary education compulsory for 10 
years of schooling and extend its period to at least the age of 15. 
2. Enforce a minimum age for marriage of 18 years for both men and women so 
that girls are not prevented from continuing their education. 
3. Establish a National Commission for Women’s Social Affairs to participate in 
high-level decision making, coordination, and formulation of girls’ educational 
policies; the Commission will help implement a National Educational Strategy for 
girls and women that takes into consideration women’s social and economic needs, 
including the use of ICT in all school curricula. The National Commission may 
include an equal number of female and male staff as board members. 
4. Raise awareness through the Ministry of Culture on the vital and positive role of 
girls’ education in society through mosques, local media, newspapers, radio, the 
Internet, TV, videos, and publications. Establish a Saudi TV educational channel 
that will help to enlighten the populace about cultural subjects. 
5. Recognize the role of civil society organizations (i.e., women’s associations) and 
the private sector as important partners in building a tripartite dialogue for 
educational policy-making decisions, service delivery, and school funding. 
6. Organize regional-level workshops to share experiences and best practices on 
the improvement of girls’ education in the Kingdom. These can include 
conferences and seminars to discuss, evaluate, and exchange information about girls’ 
education projects and policies that have been successfully implemented in other 
countries in the Arab region, and formulate programs of action. 
Actions Required at the Ministry of Education Level 
1. Mainstream gender equality and promote women’s education in country policy 
and educational strategic development. Revise, evaluate, and reform women’s 
curricula for all phases of education. Introduce changes to make the curriculum 
more responsive to the needs of the local market, by providing basic education 
skills, vocational training skills, computer sciences, and the use of the Internet at all 
school levels. Curricula should emphasize foreign languages, mathematics, sciences, 
health, business administration, engineering, geology, computer sciences, information 
technology and programming, agriculture, media, politics, archaeology, law, physical 
education and national education, social voluntary and welfare work, community 
services, and environmental education. The system of education should also promote 
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scientific research and technology development. 
2. Form a task force of women’s advisory services through the Ministry of 
Education to visit girls’ schools in urban and rural areas, oversee their working 
conditions, and probe the needs of young women in different provinces. Its 
membership should include non-governmental organizations and representatives from 
the private sector. 
3. Replace traditional methods of girls’ teaching, such as rote learning and 
memorization, with good learning techniques and skills. These include 
development of cognitive skills; innovative, creative, and critical thinking; 
information analysis; ICT in scientific research; ability to take the initiative; 
teamwork; ability to meet deadlines; ability to bear responsibilities; ability to 
communicate and present ideas; development of self-confidence, and development in 
computers and communication technology. This will improve girls’ opportunities for 
future employment and their capacity to earn financial reward. 
4. Update textbooks, increase the use of instructional software and computers in 
girls’ schools, offer access to the Internet, and introduce more technology in the 
classroom. These could include the use of Smart Board and distance learning 
programs to connect students with the outside world. 
5. Establish effective monitoring mechanisms for girls’ schools, including 
comprehensive evaluation of schools for accountability, quality of learning 
conditions and environment, the relevance of policies and strategies, and whether 
girls are acquiring knowledge and skills. 
6. Recruit and evaluate qualified teachers on the basis of competence and merit, 
following assessment and aptitude policies and guidelines; provide sufficient 
compensations and incentives to encourage high-quality teaching. Excellent teachers 
are a prerequisite for outstanding education. Teachers with a high degree of education 
(i.e., a master’s degree) should be recruited. A lifelong training system should be 
designed to develop practical and professional expertise so as to meet the needs of the 
labor market. Introduce a system of reward to encourage teachers to improve 
performance. 
7. Provide girls’ schools with special libraries at the elementary, intermediate, and 
secondary levels to encourage reading and promote culture. 
 
Actions Required at the Level of Both the Ministry of Social Affairs and the Ministry of 
Education 
1. Ensure family education in all schools, including a proper understanding of the 
role of women as mothers and active agents in society, as well as the common 
responsibility of men and women in the education and development of their children. 
Educational programs should be directed at parents and girls to provide them with 
scientific information on the health and socioeconomic implications of early 
marriage. 
2. Improve communication within the educational system by establishing a plan for 
social counseling and guidance coordinated between the student, his or her family, 
and the school, and teachers. 
3. Build a reliable database on girls’ and women’s education including statistical 
data and data about educational programs, the way courses operate, the results they 
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should achieve, student motivations, and needs assessment surveys. 
4. Encourage NGOs to coordinate their efforts with the government (mainly in 
rural and remote areas) to raise awareness about the importance of girls’ 
education as a human right and a religious duty. Convince families to send their 
daughters to school and insist that education is free and compulsory; provide NGOs 
with financial and technical support to help provide educational services, organize 
informal gender training for families in rural communities, participate in functional 
literacy programs, and be responsive to the social needs of girls. 
5. Raise health-awareness campaigns on a national educational level, including 
school curricula for the dissemination of information on public and preventive 
health, nutrition, hygiene, and sanitation. 
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