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Principles and general objectives of education 
The general goals of education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia are: to have students 
understand Islam in a correct and comprehensive manner; to plant and spread the 
Islamic creed; to provide the students with the values, teachings and ideals of Islam; 
to equip them with various skills and knowledge; to develop their conduct in 
constructive directions; to develop the society economically and culturally; and to 
prepare the individual to be a useful member in the building of his/her community. 

            The overall vision orientating the Ten-year Strategic Plan of the Ministry of 
Education (2004-2014) can be expressed as follows: “Engendering a new generation 
of male and female youth who embody the Islamic values in their persons, both 
theoretical as well as practical, are equipped with necessary knowledge, skills, and 
endowed with the right orientations, capable of responding positively to, and interact 
with the latest developments, and deal with the latest technological innovations with 
ease and comfort. They should be able to face international competition both at the 
scientific as well as technological levels to be able to meaningfully participate in 
overall growth and development. This is to be achieved through an effective and 
practical system of education which is capable of discovering the potentials and 
predispositions, and, create the spirit of action. All this, in an environment of 
education and training, charged with the spirit of instruction and edification.” 
(Website of the Ministry of Education, 2007).

Current educational priorities and concerns 
The education system has continued its quantitative and qualitative development 
through consecutive development plans. Educational indicators show a remarkable 
growth, by all standards, as a result of free education for all citizens. The general 
education enrolment increased remarkably and reached about five million male and 
female students in the school year 2003/04. 

The socio-economic changes witnessed by the Saudi society entail a process of 
restructuring of the education system. This is reflected in the government policy and 
the persistent and continuous increase in budget allocations for education and the 
resultant extensive educational projects. This is in addition to the manifold aspects of 
educational developments and the priority accorded by the State to education in 
accordance with the Quranic injunctions. 

In view of the vital importance of teachers in the educational process, the 
government has placed great emphasis on the orientation and training of teachers, in 
order to help them to cope successfully with the social and economic changes in the 
society. Teaching is no longer limited to providing the learner with information, but it 
is extended to the development of personality, inclinations and capabilities, so as to 

Compiled by UNESCO-IBE (http://www.ibe.unesco.org/) 



World Data on Education. 6th edition, 2006/07 

nurture a qualified citizen who is capable of contributing effectively to the 
development and progress of the society. 

The Ministry of Education tends to delegate all operational and administrative 
responsibilities to the regional and provincial education bodies. Therefore, the 
Ministry’s headquarters concentrates on the strategic issues, as well as planning and 
supervising of developmental and promotional activities. This should speed up the 
process of decision-making and simplify the procedures. 

Regulations concerning administrative areas have been modified through 
resolutions issued by the Minister of Education. As a result, the number of regional 
and provincial educational bodies has reached a total of 42, including 13 General 
Education Departments and 29 Provincial Education Administrations. The above-
mentioned resolutions have been accompanied by relevant by-laws for the educational 
areas and provinces along two main lines: the relationship between and among 
regional and provincial educational bodies, as well as the establishment of education 
councils in each area.

The creation of an education council in each educational area aims at: 
democratizing the decision-making process in education; reinforcing the ties between 
the educators at various levels; and opening the doors towards the society. The 
education council, chaired by the director-general of education, is comprised of the 
provincial education directors and at least three members from the teaching staff at 
teacher colleges and faculties of education. The council is charged with the following 
major tasks: active participation in all the matters regarding education development 
and enhancement, particularly in highlighting the role of education in society; and 
preparation of developmental programmes. 

In general terms, the education system in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is 
developing along the following major lines: 

•        Raising the efficiency and effectiveness of professional and administrative 
performance in the educational institutions, in order to improve the standards 
and content of the educational process. 

•        Ensuring that the education system fulfils the religious, economic and social 
objectives. 

•        Reducing the illiteracy rate. 

•        Integrating the activities of the higher education institutions within the general 
and specific requirements of the social and economic development plans. 

•        Broadening the general base of higher education by diversifying its 
programmes, in order to cope with the Kingdom’s development requirements. 

•        Ensuring university education opportunities to every qualified citizen, in order 
to enable him/her to continue his/her education. 
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In 2003 a Ten-year Strategic Plan of the Ministry of Education was adopted, covering 
the period 2004-2014. According to the Plan, education is considered to be the main 
source for the formation of the human capital which constitutes the essential element 
in all aspects of economic development, particularly in the achievement of high 
developmental economic rates. This implies that the educational process is not just a 
service provided to answer society’s demands, but it is also an investment aiming at 
the improvement of the individual’s standard of living and the achievement of the 
social and economic development of the community. 

            In the planning process, the following aspects of the Plan’s commitment were 
taken into consideration: i) extending participation to embrace all those people who 
would benefit from the vision’s outcome; ii) benefiting from the results from previous 
experiences and innovations; iii) coordinating with authorities of various types and 
levels to secure the vision’s development and plan’s requirements; iv) establishing the 
vision in view of the achievement of reactions between the outcome of general 
education and the beneficiary parties on one side, and the educational institutions that 
may serve the community’s needs on the other; and v) allowing for flexibility to 
accommodate continuous changes and innovations in order to meet the needs of 
educational development. 

            In terms of main goals and objectives, the Plan is expected to: improve 
kindergarten education and reach an enrolment rate of 40% by 2014; make basic 
education compulsory and improve admission rates at an annual rate of 2% in order to 
enroll all male and female students by the end of the plan; organize girls’ technical 
education; expand educational opportunities for students with special needs; improve 
internal efficiency by reducing repetition and drop-out rates, as well as increasing 
completion rates; adopt a system of comprehensive quality in education; develop 
syllabi based on Islamic values leading to the development of male and female 
students’ personality and to their integration in society as well as to the achievement 
of scientific and thinking skills and life characteristics resulting in self-education and 
lifelong learning; improve teacher education and teaching methodologies; develop 
educational infrastructures; develop ICT and its use in the learning process; improve 
adult education and eradicate illiteracy; improve the administration of the education 
system; expand the social participation in education; and establish integrated systems 
for accountability, including the administration of national tests to assess the quality 
of academic achievement in the basic academic courses every four years, as well as 
the comprehensive assessment of schools every four years. (Ministry of Education, 
2005).

Laws and other basic regulations concerning education 
The Educational Policy Document, issued by the Council of Ministers Resolution 
No. 779 of 17 December 1969, has been the basic reference on the fundamentals, 
goals and objectives of education. It is a comprehensive document which emphasizes 
the right Islamic orientation and provides for extensive scientific and technological 
developments, with the ultimate objective of promoting human dignity and prosperity. 
The Ten-year Strategic Plan (2004-2014) of the Ministry of Education was approved 
by the Minister of Education’s Decision No.1581/1/5 dated 17 March 2003. The 
decision stated that the application of the Plan be effective in the year 2004 to 
coincide with the State’s Eighth Development Plan. 
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The issuance of the by-laws of the Higher Education Council, under the Royal 
Decree No. M/8 of 17 November 1993, has been a significant development in the 
field of education. These by-laws include sixty articles covering all administrative and 
regulatory aspects of higher education. 

In accordance with the Education Policy Document, it is the duty of the State 
to provide and spread education at all stages within the existing capacity and 
resources. Although there is no specific law concerning compulsory education, this 
goal is fulfilled adopting the following actions: provision of education to every school 
aged child; balanced distribution of schools in all populated areas; provision of free 
transportation to both male and female students; financial assistance to students to 
motivate them to continue their education; provision of free textbooks to students at 
all stages. Article 233 of the Educational Policy states that all types of education are 
free in all stages.

Administration and management of the education system 
Education in the country is under the responsibility of the Ministry of Education, the 
Ministry of Higher Education, and the General Organization for Technical Education 
and Vocational Training. There are, however, other authorities that provide their 
affiliates and children with kindergarten, elementary, intermediate, secondary and 
adult education. Such authorities are: the Ministry of Defense and Aviation; the 
Presidency of the National Guard; and the Ministry of the Interior. For both boys and 
girls these authorities follow the educational ladder, study plans and curricula 
formulated by the Ministry of Education. The Supreme Committee for Educational 
Policy, established in 1963, is the highest authority supervising education in the 
Kingdom. 

The Ministry of Education is in charge of the following types of education 
(for males only): general education (elementary, intermediate and secondary); teacher 
training; special education; and adult education and literacy. 

The Ministry of Higher Education was established in 1975 to supervise the 
execution of the Kingdom’s policy in the field of higher education, which was 
previously under the Ministry of Education. It supervises the following universities 
established between 1957 and 1975: King Saud University, King Abdul Aziz 
University, Imam Mohammad Bin Saud University, King Fahad University, King 
Faisal University, and the Islamic University. 

The General Organization for Technical Education and Vocational 
Training is the result of the integration, in 1980, of the institutes and training centres 
which were under the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. The organization’s 
objectives are to develop technical education and vocational training, and to execute 
programmes for the training of national manpower according to the policies laid down 
by the Manpower Council for Training and Technical Education. The General 
Organization for Technical Education and Vocational Training, along with the 
Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs, runs most of vocational training centers and 
higher institutes of technical education. The Ministry of Education operates vocational 
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and secondary schools and several other government agencies run institutes or 
training centers in their particular fields of specialization. 

The objective of Saudi National Commission for Childhood is to formulate 
a general policy on child-related needs and activities in the country and coordinate the 
efforts of the various agencies concerned with children’s affairs. The Commission is 
expected to: organize relationships between government agencies, national 
associations and institutions concerned with childhood in the Kingdom in order to 
achieve integration and avoid duplication; formulate a national strategy on childhood 
to help the competent authorities in the Kingdom to promote various aspects of child 
welfare; propose child-related programs and projects for implementation by 
government and private agencies; establish a database on all child-related affairs in 
the Kingdom, update its data and exchange such data with all the agencies concerned; 
monitor the implementation of the recommendations and resolutions of the Supreme 
Council and the Planning and Follow-up Committee; monitor activities of regional 
and international bodies and institutions concerned with childhood; and encourage 
researches, studies and all forms of children’s culture. 

Established in 1960, the General Presidency for Girls’ Education (GPGE) was 
responsible for defining study programmes and curricula for girls’ education, in order 
to satisfy the ambition of the Saudi people to educate girls in accordance with the 
teachings of Islam. The establishment of the GPGE had been a turning point and a 
start-up for a rapid development of girls’ education. The GPGE controlled 
kindergartens in addition to general education (elementary, intermediate and 
secondary), teacher training, colleges of education, adult education and literacy, as 
well as vocational education and training for women. Early in 2003 the GPGE has 
been dissolved and all its functions were transferred to the Ministry of Education. 
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Structure and organization of the education system 
Saudi Arabia: structure of the education system 

 

Pre-school education 

Kindergartens cater to children aged 3-5 years and are not part of the official 
education ladder, since attendance is not a prerequisite for enrolment in Grade I of 
elementary education. Some private institutions have established nurseries with 
technical and financial aid from the State. 

Primary education 

Children enter elementary education at the age of 6; the duration of studies is six 
years. Exceptions can be made for children three months under 6 years, especially for 
those who have followed the pre-elementary stage. All elementary schools are day 
schools. Schools are not co-educational. Pupils who pass the examination at the end of 
Grade VI are awarded the Elementary Education Certificate, qualifying them for 
study in the intermediate school. 

Secondary education 

The elementary stage is followed by the intermediate stage, which lasts three years. 
Secondary education is the final stage of general education and lasts three years. 
Students who successfully complete the intermediate stage have the opportunity for 
both general and specialized secondary studies. Technical and vocational education is 
provided at technical secondary institutes. Training programmes in the fields of 
industry, commerce and agriculture last three years. 
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Students who successfully complete general education may follow university 
and postgraduate studies. Courses last four years in the case of humanities and social 
sciences, and five to six years in the case of medicine, engineering and pharmacy. 
Colleges of technology offer post-secondary training programmes leading to the 
award of a diploma (two-year courses) or the B.Sc. (three-year courses). 

The school year begins in September and ends in June. It consists of 153 
working days (or about thirty working weeks) at all levels. 

The financing of education T

The Educational Policy in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia provides that education of all 
types and at all levels shall be free and that the State shall not charge tuition fees 
(Article 233). Education is financed by the State budget. 

In 1991/92, at the beginning of the Fifth Development Plan, the education 
budget represented 18.7% of the State budget. In 1996/97, the budget of the sector 
reached a total of Saudi riyal (SR) 41,264 million, equivalent to 22.8% of the State 
budget. For the Sixth Five-year Plan (1995/96 to 1999/2000) the total allocation to 
education amounted to SR183,494 million, representing 21.5% of the State budget. 

Education budget (in million of Saudi riyal) 

Fiscal Year General State 
budget 

Male 
education 

budget 

Female 
education 

budget 

Education budget as % of 
State budget 

1999/00 185,000 20,249 23,909 23.8 

2000/01 215,000 21,172 21,695 19.9 

2001/02 202,000 21,724 25,129 23.2 

2002/03 209,000 22,471 25,775 21.1 
Source: Ministry of Education, 2004.  

For 2006 the State budget amounted to SR335,000 million and the overall education 
budget was SR87,000 million (of which SR67,602 million allocated to the Ministry of 
Education), representing 26.06% of the State budget. 

            In the fiscal year 2003/04 the appropriations for university budgets amounted 
to SR8,655 million. Budgets for public universities are appropriated independently 
and every university has its own five-year plan and its independent annual budget 
determined by the Cabinet’s decision regarding the general state budget. (Ministry of 
Education, 2004).
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The educational process T

The Educational Development Centre (EDC) is responsible for the development of 
curricula, following directives of the competent authorities and committees. The 
Supreme Committee for Programmes and Curricula, headed by the Ministry of 
Education, ensures coordination and cooperation, and evaluate the outcomes of the 
work of all the other committees. Committees consisting of subject specialists write or 
revise textbooks. These committees usually include an experienced teacher, a field 
educational supervisor, an educational supervisor from the General Directorate for 
Curricula within the EDC, and a university professor. National advisory committees 
under the EDC include educational supervisors, curricula supervisors, experienced 
teachers and university professors; they formulate recommendations to the 
committees responsible for the preparation of textbooks. New or revised textbooks are 
then applied on a trial basis generally in a sample of schools. General meetings or 
seminars attended by representatives from the different educational directorates are 
usually organized to present the new or revised textbooks. 

For the development of curricula, the General Organization for Technical 
Education and Vocational Training consults the private sector also in order to identify 
the skills required for the different professions, according to which the curricula are 
then defined. 

Pre-primary education 

Kindergarten attendance (children aged 3-5 years) is not a prerequisite for enrolment 
in elementary education. Some private institutions established nurseries with technical 
and financial aid from the State. Pre-primary education is not part of the formal 
education system. The main objectives at this level are the following: 

•        nursing the instincts of the children and looking after their moral, mental and 
physical growth in a natural environment similar to their family, and 
complying with the injunctions of Islam; 

•        familiarizing the children with the school atmosphere, preparing them for 
school life and transferring them from the stage of self-centralization to joint 
social life with their schoolmates; 

•        teaching the children easy fundamentals that suit their age and are related to 
their surroundings; 

•        encouraging the children’s imaginative thinking, polishing their taste and 
opening the doors for their energies to blossom under guidance; 

•        protecting the children against dangers, treating the early signs of bad conduct 
and facing childhood problems in an adequate manner. 

In 1999/2000, there were 962 kindergartens with 93,942 children enrolled. The 
number of female teachers was 8,789 and the number of administrators was 871. In 
2004/05 (projected statistics), there were 1,320 kindergartens with 100,032 children 
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enrolled. The number of female teachers was 9,744 and the number of administrators 
was 1,074. According to the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), in 2003/04 the 
gross enrolment ratio at this level was 5.1%. 

Primary education 

The main objectives of elementary education are the following: 

•        instilling the correct Islamic creed in the spirit of the children and providing 
them with comprehensive Islamic education and feelings of belonging to the 
Islamic nation; 

•        developing various basic skills, especially language, numeracy and physical; 

•        developing the feeling of responsibility to understand rights and duties within 
the limits of the children’s age and the characteristics of their stage of 
development, and foster love of their country and loyalty to their rulers; 

•        creating in the children the desire to learn, as well as for useful work and 
training to make good use of their leisure time. 

This stage gives the pupils the opportunity to learn more about their culture. Pupils’ 
abilities are enhanced so that they can make a better choice regarding their future 
academic or vocational direction. 

The study plan puts emphasis on religious studies and Arabic, in addition to 
general culture and science. Proper educational evaluation methods are used. The 
children are promoted from one grade to the next if they pass the examinations at the 
end of each one of the two semesters. The pupil who passes the examination at the 
end of Grade VI is awarded the Elementary Education Certificate, qualifying him/her 
for study in the intermediate school. The weekly lesson timetable is presented below: 
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Elementary education. Repetition and drop-out rates, 1997 

Boys Girls Grade 

Failure % Drop-out % Failure % Drop-out % 

First 11.0 2.2 12.3 2.3 

Second 7.3 - 5.4 0.5 

Third 12.2 0.9 6.2 0.8 

Fourth 10.5 0.8 10.4 2.1 

Fifth 10.9 2.0 9.7 2.7 

Sixth 4.2 0.5 3.9 5.8 
Source: Ministry of Education, 1997.  

In 1996/97, the average pupil-teacher ratio was 14:1 (schools for boys) and 12:1 
(schools for girls), and the average number of pupils per class was 20 (schools for 
boys) and 21 (schools for girls). In the same school year, the transition rate from 
Grade VI to the first form of intermediate education was 96.2% for boys and 99% for 
girls. 

In 1999/2000, there were 6,148 schools for boys with 1,175,556 pupils 
enrolled, and 6,086 schools for girls with 1,084,293 pupils enrolled. There were 
88,481 male teachers and 100,527 female teachers. According to the projected 
statistics, in 2004/05 there were 13,062 schools (of which 6,525 for boys) with a total 
of 2,514,285 pupils enrolled (of whom 1,241,990 were girls); the total number of 
teacher posts was 201,368 (of whom 103,499 were female teachers) and there were 
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9,218 assistants and administrative staff. (Website of the Ministry of Education, 
2007).

Intermediate and secondary education 

The main objectives of the intermediate stage of education are the following: 

•        Supplying students with skills and knowledge suitable to their age, enabling 
them to learn the general principles and fundamental rules of education and 
sciences. 

•        Stimulating the students to search for knowledge and getting them used to 
meditation and scientific thinking. 

•        Developing, orienting and refining the various mental faculties and skills in 
the students. 

•        Nurturing the students along the Islamic social life which is marked by 
fraternity, co-operation, and sense of duty and shouldering of responsibility. 

•        Stimulating the students’ ambition to restore the glory of the Islamic nation to 
which they belong and resume the march on the path of dignity and glory. 

•        Training students to use their time for useful reading and in religious activities 
and to employ their efforts in strengthening and advancing their Islamic 
character. 

It is possible for those who cannot join the intermediate school during the day, 
because of their jobs or their age, to join the evening intermediate school. It is also 
possible to apply for the final examinations of this stage without having to attend 
school regularly. 

The system of examinations at the intermediate stage is similar to that of the 
elementary stage. The school year is divided into two semesters and the students’ 
marks are distributed in the same way. The weekly lesson timetable is presented 
below: 
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In 1996/97, the average student-teacher ratio at the intermediate stage was 13:1 
(schools for boys) and 12:1 (schools for girls), and the average number of students per 
class was 26 (schools for boys) and 28 (schools for girls). In 1995/96, the transition 
rate from the third grade intermediate to the first grade secondary was 88.7% for 
males and 89.6% for females. In 1999/2000, there were 3,012 intermediate schools for 
boys with 522,428 students enrolled, and 2,637 intermediate schools for girls with 
471,739 students enrolled. There were 42,102 male teachers and 44,588 female 
teachers. According to the projected statistics, in 2004/05 there were 6,865 
intermediate schools (of which 3,203 for girls), with a total enrolment of 1,108,331 
students (of whom 543,380 were girls); there were 100,749 teachers (of whom 49,398 
were women) and 5,466 assistants. 

The main objectives of secondary education are the following: 

•        strengthening the Islamic doctrine which gives the student a correct 
understanding of the universe, man and life on earth and in heaven and 
supplying the student with basic concepts and Islamic education which enables 
him/her to be proud of Islam and capable of preaching and defending it; 

•        looking after the students’ gifts and various capabilities which unfold at this 
stage and directing them appropriately thus achieving the objectives of Islamic 
education in its general sense; 

•        developing the students  scientific thinking and instilling in them the spirit of 
research, systematic analysis and the use of reference sources and the practice 
of sound academic methods; 

•        opening opportunities to competent students and enabling them to continue 
their studies in higher institutes and universities of all specialties; 
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•        imparting in the students the best and useful reading habits and the desire to 
broaden their scope of knowledge and to use their leisure time in activities that 
improve their personality and the conditions of their community.  

There are different options at the secondary stage. For girls, there are sciences and arts 
sections. For boys, there are religious sciences and Arabic; administrative and social 
sciences; natural sciences; and applied (technological) sciences. There are religion-
oriented secondary schools, such as those under Imam Mohammad Bin Saud Islamic 
University, the Qu’ranic Secondary Schools and Dar Al-Tawheed Secondary School. 
Some 34 vocational training centres offer two-year training programmes in a variety 
of fields. 

There are also secondary schools training women teachers and, in the technical 
field, there are industrial secondary institutes, commercial secondary institutes, 
agricultural institutes, technical supervisor institutes and health institutes. Training 
programmes in the fields of industry, commerce and agriculture last three years. In 
1999/2000, there were 35 technical secondary institutes under the General 
Organization for Technical Education and Vocational Training. The total enrolment 
was 19,802 students and the number of teachers was 2,250. 

The weekly lesson timetable for general secondary education is shown below: 
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In 1996/97, the average student-teacher ratio at the secondary level was 16:1 (schools 
for boys) and 12:1 (schools for girls), and the average number of students per class 
was 29 (boys) and 28 (girls). In 1999/2000, in both the public and private sectors there 
were 1,441 secondary schools for boys with 328,489 students enrolled, and 1,497 
secondary schools for girls with 338,445 students enrolled. There were 22,998 male 
teachers and 30,688 female teachers. According to the projected statistics, in 2004/05 
there were 4,230 secondary schools with a total enrolment of 955,338 students and 
74,022 teachers. 

Intermediate and secondary education. Repetition and drop-out rates, 1997 

Grade Boys Girls 

  Failure % Drop-out % Failure % Drop-out % 

Intermediate: 

Form I 18.3 5.8 9.6 5.2 

Form II 14.0 4.3 10.9 5.4 

Form III 8.6 3.2 8.1 4.3 

Secondary: 

Form I 20.0 11.5 14.3 10.8 

Form II 7.8 0.6 4.3 3.6 

Form III 11.6 - 7.9 5.1 
Source: Ministry of Education, 1997.  

Students who cannot attend during the daytime because of their job may attend 
evening schools. It is possible to sit for the examinations without having to attend 
school regularly. 

Assessing learning achievement nationwide 

The Ministry of Education started to prepare plans aimed at raising the standard of the 
evaluation of students in particular, and the concept of evaluation in general. 
Regarding the evaluation of students’ achievement, a new regulation was approved in 
1999 in order to reduce the number of examinations thus ensuring more time for 
learning. 

To enable teachers to evaluate their students, short-range courses and 
workshops can be held in provinces and regions to acknowledge the sound concept of 
examinations, their objectives, how to prepare them and how they have to be applied 
and utilized. The Ministry hopes that the graduates holding a Measurement Diploma 
will be the primary core for the Measurement and Evaluation Unit in every 
department of education. 

The main goal of the school Comprehensive Evaluation Programme is to 
recognize the extent to which the school contributes to raising the level of 
achievement for students, and developing the students’ patterns of behavior and skills 
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as designed by the educational policy of the Kingdom. The General Administration of 
Evaluation and Measurement has prepared a number of diagnostic tests which include 
the Arabic language and mathematics for Grades 1 to 3, in order to: identify learning 
difficulties faced by students in Arabic and mathematics; prepare suitable remedial 
programmes and teaching methods; provide diagnostic tests for Arabic and 
mathematics; and train teachers to use aids and additional methods to identify their 
students’ problems. 

Systematic Achievement Tests are considered the basis of a comprehensive 
group of educational evaluation and measurement tools. The goals and objectives of 
this project are based on the foundations and principals of the educational policy in 
the Kingdom and on the contents and goals of the curricula. Subjects covered by these 
tests include:  Islamic Education, Arabic, Mathematics and Sciences. The Ministry 
has prepared a list of basic requirements (knowledge and skills) that pupils are 
expected to meet at the end of the elementary stage.  The lists of requirements are 
based on an analysis of the contents of the teaching subjects in classes of the 
elementary stage.  The requirements are not limited to the curriculum of Grade VI, but 
rather represent the knowledge and basic skills that pupils are expected to acquire 
whether they are in Grade VI or preceding grades.  Based on this analysis, a table of 
specifications has been produced in addition to three tests models. (Ministry of 
Education, 2004).

Higher education 
The modern higher education system in Saudi Arabia started with the establishment of 
the King Saud University in 1957. Universities operating in the Kingdom are under 
the supervision of the Ministry of Higher Education. In addition, there are Girls’ and 
Teachers’ Colleges under the supervision of the Ministry of Education. Most of these 
colleges and universities enable their students to continue their higher studies for 
master’s and doctoral degrees in many disciplines. Furthermore, the General 
Organization for Technical Education and Vocational Training supervises technical 
colleges, communication colleges and postsecondary education technical institutes; 
the Ministry of Civil Service operates the Institute of Public Administration; the 
Ministry of Health supervises health institutes and colleges; and the Royal 
Commission for Jubail and Yanbu supervises two industrial colleges. Finally, in 2004 
one private university and ten other private colleges were operated and an additional 
five private universities and 46 private colleges have been granted license. 

The higher education system witnessed a remarkable expansion and 
diversification during the time span of the consecutive economic development plans. 
Several new universities and colleges have been established together with modern 
buildings, facilities, laboratories and equipment. Post-graduate programmes and 
research support projects have been launched. The result of the mentioned expansion 
has been an unprecedented growth and increase in the number of students enrolled in 
higher education as shown in the table below: 
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Universities and girls’ colleges 

Schools Students Teaching Staff Year 

Universities Colleges Male Female Male Female 

1968-1969 3 18 6,508 434 556 17 

1995-
1996(*) 

8 80 109,864 108,105 7,965 3,911 

(*) Data do not include teachers’ colleges under the supervision of the Ministry of Education, colleges 
under the supervision of the Ministry of Health, and colleges under the supervision of the General 
Organization for Technical Education and Vocational Training.  

In 2002/03, in the public sector there were 8 universities with 108 colleges and 
211,408 students enrolled (of whom 68,943 were women). In addition, there were 18 
Teachers’ Colleges with 29,989 students enrolled and 97 Girls’ Colleges with a total 
enrolment of 232,884 students. The total enrolment in the 38 colleges under the 
Ministry of Health was 7,393 students, while the total enrolment in the Institute of 
Public Administration was 4,184 students. 

Universities and colleges offer a multitude of programmes and specialties, 
such as: Islamic studies, humanities and social sciences, economics, administration, 
education, natural sciences, engineering, medicine, agriculture, and many others. 
Courses last four years in the case of humanities and social sciences, and five to six 
years in the case of medicine, engineering and pharmacy. Colleges of technology 
offer post-secondary training programmes leading to the award of a diploma (two-
year courses) or the B.Sc. (three-year courses). In 1999/2000, there were 11 colleges 
under the General Organization for Technical Education and Vocational Training. 

The Higher Education and Universities Regulations, issued under the Royal 
Decree No. M/8 of 1993, contain sixty articles detailing all rules and by-laws 
concerning university and postgraduate education. The law has identified the 
universities as scientific and cultural institutions guided and abiding by the Islamic 
injunctions. These universities are charged with the responsibility of implementing the 
educational policy by offering university and postgraduate education as well as 
promoting scientific research, publication, translation and social service in each field 
of specialty. 

The Higher Education Law provides for the creation of a council for each 
university or any institute of higher learning, under the name of University or Institute 
Council. It also provides for appointing the premier, who is the chairman of the 
Higher Committee for Educational Policy, as the chairman for the Higher Education 
Council. The new law supersedes all the preceding regulations and any contrary 
provisions. 
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Special education 
Special education goes in parallel with mainstream education. Educational services 
are provided to the students who are mentally, visually and hearing handicapped. 
Special education for boys and for girls is the responsibility of the Ministry of 
Education. Vocational training and rehabilitation for the disabled are the 
responsibility of the General Organization of Technical Education and Vocational 
Training. 

The programme, plan and duration of study differ according to the type of 
disability. Education for the mentally retarded and hearing impaired is provided at two 
stages–an elementary stage of six years and an intermediate stage of three years. They 
are usually preceded by two preparatory years (parallel to kindergarten) to prepare the 
child for study. The student is taught the basics of Islam and general culture. At the 
intermediate stage, however, there is an additional emphasis on vocational training. 

For the visually handicapped (elementary to the secondary stages), the 
programme of study is similar to that followed in mainstream schools as far as stages 
and years of study are concerned. The certificates awarded are equivalent to those 
awarded to students in general education. 

The Educational Policy in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, issued in 1970, 
emphasized the rights of all the handicapped to education, care and encouragement 
according to their capacities. The Ministry of Education has been keen on 
implementing this policy, establishing institutes and schools supported by centres, 
libraries and equipment. The General Secretariat for Special Education has an 
ambitious plan to provide more comprehensive services and to extend them to other 
groups, whatever their handicap, educational and social circumstances. 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia fulfils the aims of its policy towards the 
disabled through: 

•        Helping the students with special needs to acquire the suitable experiences, 
knowledge and skills. 

•        Providing the disabled with an adequate amount of knowledge and diversified 
culture according to the circumstances of each group. 

•        Discovering and developing the abilities and the aptitudes of the disabled and 
providing them with the basic skills of daily life. 

•        Providing the students with special vocational skills adapted to their abilities, 
aptitudes and circumstances. 

•        Providing health, psychological and social services which help the disabled to 
interact with other members of the society, mindful of their rights and duties. 

•        Removing obstacles which prevent the disabled from participating in cultural, 
economic and social activities. 
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A number of important organizational decisions were issued during the last few years 
to develop the present programmes and to prepare new programmes in the field of 
special education. For example, special classes have been created for students with 
special needs annexed to regular elementary schools, where they can share the healthy 
students’ school and educational activities as far as this is possible. Study plans and 
curricula for the blind and the deaf at the different educational stages have been 
prepared, and curricula for the mentally retarded at the preliminary and elementary 
stages are under development. 

The special education programmes in the Kingdom have been developed to 
cover the physically handicapped by admitting them to the mainstream elementary, 
intermediate and secondary schools. In 1996/97, the total number of institutes offering 
special education was 90, with 8,824 students enrolled (of whom 2,658 were girls) 
assisted by 2,126 teachers (of whom 767 were women). In 1999/2000, there were 118 
institutes for boys with 7,597 students enrolled, and 25 institutes for girls with 3,397 
students enrolled. There were 1,834 male teachers and 1,018 female teachers. 

In 2001/02 there were 399 institutes with a total enrolment of 14,482 students; 
there were 4,317 teachers and 418 assistants and administrative staff. (Ministry of 
Education, 2004).

Private education 
Private education in the Kingdom is to be considered one of the elements supporting 
governmental education at all levels. It includes elementary, intermediate, secondary 
and adult education. This is in addition to the institutes offering English language 
programmes. Private education positively contributes to developing human resources 
and, at the same time, plays an active role by consolidating the economic structure of 
the country through preparing and training the technical manpower. 

The State encourages private education at all levels under the supervision of 
technically and administratively concerned authorities, and a special organic law is in 
place for this purpose. Licenses for opening private schools are issued only to Saudi 
citizens, and private schools have no right to grant degrees at any stage of education. 
State supervision of private schools ensures a level equal to that of government 
schools, and compliance with the requirements of Islam. The State also estimates the 
extent of financial aid given to each school, in order to maintain equality among 
various private schools, and it assists private schools to achieve the general objectives 
of education insofar as supervision and technical support are concerned. 

The General Department for Private Education at the Ministry of Education 
supervises private schools for boys and those for girls. Furthermore, the State 
provides private schools with free textbooks, an annual financial aid, and appoints and 
pays for a qualified director in every private school. In 1998, a resolution was issued 
concerning the establishment of foreign schools. 

Students of private schools can visit health units and receive treatment free of 
charge. Private schools must have a Saudi director and increase their intake of Saudi 
teachers by at least 10% per year. 
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Private education, 1996/97 

Level No. of schools No. of classes Enrolment Teachers 

Kindergarten 602 3,440 64,482 4,606 

Elementary (boys) 304 4,459 88,433 7,793 

Elementary (girls) 352 2,960 49,430 5,536 

Intermediate (boys) 187 1,374 29,086 2,808 

Intermediate (girls) 152 672 11,779 1,296 

Secondary (boys) 105 869 18,784 1,753 

Secondary (girls) 83 516 9,470 1,106 
Source: Ministry of Education, 1997. 

Means of instruction, equipment and infrastructure 
The educational authorities provide schools with the necessary audio-visual means 
and with training facilities to help achieve educational objectives; they look after the 
establishment and enlargement of school and class libraries, provided that all the 
library books are in line with the desired objectives of education and have nothing that 
conflicts with Islam. 

School buildings must be suitable and acceptable in a way that meets the 
sanitary and educational objectives of a school. They must include a mosque building. 
Health care shall be available to the students at the clinic and preventive levels. 

The importance given to educational premises is shown in the considerable 
amount of funds allocated by the State every year for the construction of physical 
facilities for schools, district offices, school health units (157 in the year 200) and for 
sports and artistic activities, in addition to the funds allocated for repair, operation and 
maintenance. In the period 1969-1993, the Ministry of Education implemented 3,500 
projects for a total amount of about SR21 billion. These projects included the 
construction of 3,235 schools and 265 buildings for supporting administrative services 
and activities. 

Educational media are also supplied to schools, such as televisions, VCRs, 
overhead projectors, sound recorders, etc., in addition to models, maps, blackboards 
and accessories and materials necessary for the operation of these systems and tools. 

An annual plan has been devised to modernize school laboratories in the 
existing public schools and to supply these with all the necessary tools, equipment and 
chemicals. The new school buildings are also supplied with laboratory equipment and 
materials. Concerning textbooks, they are supplied free of charge to all students. 
Textbooks are prepared and authored by the Ministry of Education, printed in the 
national printing presses, and delivered to schools early before the beginning of the 
school year. 
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As regards ICT, the goal set in the Strategic Plan 2004-2014 of the Ministry of 
Education consists in developing the infrastructure of information and communication 
technology and its employment in education and learning. The Computer and 
Information Center (CIC), at the Ministry of Education, was established in 1996 and 
began its operations by offering basic computing services. Today, it has expanded a 
great deal in terms of capacity and range of services being offered. The CIC began the 
implementation of proven IT Systems Management processes and procedures based 
on global standards to improve its functioning and effectiveness way back in the year 
2003. The CIC has set up a full-fledged Service Desk which serves as a single point of 
contact for all users in the Ministry to submit requests for IT related services and to 
resolve issues faced by them in the use of their computer equipment and software. A 
department under the CIC is responsible for implementing ICT in schools. The 
following are the achievements and the main responsibilities of the department: 
deployment of IT labs in boys and girls schools (more than 3,000 labs for all 
secondary schools, around 51,000 computers; 2,300 labs for intermediate and 
elementary schools, some 39,100 computers; more than 2,000 Learning Resources 
Centers, around 12,000 computers). 

Adult and non-formal education 
The education system allows the learner to study at any time and at any age he/she 
wishes. The following options are available: 

•        Centres for combating of illiteracy. The learner joins these centres regardless 
of age. The duration of study is three years. The first, second and third years of 
adult education are equivalent, respectively, to Grades II, IV and VI of 
elementary education. Educational authorities also organize summer 
campaigns to combat illiteracy in remote areas which are far from schools. 

•        Evening schools for males and day schools for females. The students in these 
schools receive the education which qualifies them to sit the Intermediate 
Education Certificate and the General Secondary Education Certificate 
examinations like the students in the formal schools. 

There are many other types of education, run either privately or by the government. 
The Social Service and Continuing Education Centres created in several universities 
offer a multitude of courses and training programmes in the fields of languages, 
chemical industries, pharmaceutical services, educational technology, agricultural 
engineering, first aids and health education. 

The Institute of Public Administration (IPA) offers education and training 
programmes, such as: executive development programmes; preparatory training 
programmes (to prepare for certain government jobs or for training in the fields of 
marketing, banking, insurance, hotel, travel and tourism and company accounting); in-
service training programmes for governmental officials; English language 
programmes; and special programmes to meet the specific needs of some government 
agencies. 
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In addition, the Secretariat General for Adult Education at the Ministry of 
Education offers non-formal education programmes implemented through summer 
education campaigns, participation in the cultural activities of the Social Service 
Centres, and training courses for the adult education workers. There are also special 
training programmes for girls in the fields of tailoring, sewing, nutrition and first aid. 
Sixteen vocational training centres receive young people aged 14-17 years who have 
dropped out from school, for training in electricity, mechanics, welding, carpentry, 
etc. 

Some other government agencies and companies arrange in-service training 
programmes for their employees, and the private sector offers education and training 
programmes in the fields of computer, typewriting and languages. Special 
programmes are offered to females in the fields of tailoring, sewing, crocheting and 
housekeeping. 

Efforts exerted in the field of literacy programmes have had considerable 
success in the recent years. In this regard, the official statistics indicate that the 
percentage of illiteracy tends to decline and has reached the following rates in the last 
four years: 

Illiteracy rate, 1993-1997 

  1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 

Total (%) 28.4 27.1 25.9 25.1 22.4 

Male (%) 16.9 16.0 15.3 14.9 12.0 

Female (%) 40.1 38.3 36.7 35.5 32.8 
Source: Ministry of Education, 1997.  

In 1996/97, the total enrolment in adult education programmes amounted to 108,721 
learners (of whom 68,710 were women). In 1999/2000, the number of centres for 
combating illiteracy was 1,155 (males) and 2,112 (females), with 35,168 males 
learners and 74,876 females learners enrolled. In addition, there were 255 
intermediate evening schools (public and private) for males with 41,698 learners 
enrolled, and 181 secondary evening schools (public and private) for males with 
38,172 learners enrolled. In 2001/02, the number of centres for combating illiteracy 
was 1,152 (males) and 2,435 (females), with 31,100 males learners and 61,553 
females learners enrolled. 
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Teaching staff T

The universities in the country accept their full role in preparing and training teachers 
for teaching at the intermediate and secondary stages. The faculties of education 
instituted in these universities have among their objectives the following: 

•        Prepare and graduate qualified staff for teaching in the intermediate and 
secondary schools. 

•        Upgrade the educational and professional standards of the current general 
education teachers, principals and administrators by offering various training 
courses in co-operation with the Ministry of Education. 

The universities train teachers in different specialties for teaching in the intermediate 
and secondary schools. They convene training sessions for the elementary and 
intermediate principals. They also offer courses for teachers who do not possess 
appropriate qualifications. 

Recognizing the importance of the material and social incentives and their 
critical role in motivating the teacher to higher performance and dedication, a special 
cadre has been approved for the education staff. This cadre covers teachers, principals 
and deputies, lab technicians, librarians and the student counsellors. The salary scale 
approved for teachers and teacher-related jobs is 20 to 30% higher than their 
corresponding government employees. Maternity vacation for female teachers has 
been extended to two fully paid months. 

The qualifications required for teaching and the teachers  workload at the 
different stages are summarized in the tables below: 
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Qualifications required for teaching (1996) 

Level of 
education 

Institutes and 
colleges 

Admission 
requirements 

Length of 
studies 

Qualification 
upon graduation 

Kindergarten Female teachers 
secondary 
institute 

Intermediate 
school certificate 

or equivalent 

Three years Secondary Institute 
Diploma 

Girls 
intermediate 

education 
colleges 

General secondary 
school certificate 

or equivalent 

Four years Intermediate 
College Diploma 

Girls developed 
education 
colleges 

General secondary 
school certificate 

or equivalent 

Four years Bachelor degree 

Colleges of 
education 

General secondary 
school certificate 

or equivalent 

Four years Bachelor degree 

Elementary 
education 

Teacher 
colleges 

General secondary 
school certificate 

or equivalent 

Four years Bachelor degree 

Intermediate 
education 

Colleges of 
education 

General secondary 
school certificate 

or equivalent 

Four years Bachelor degree 

Secondary 
education 

Girls university 
colleges 

General secondary 
school certificate 

or equivalent 

Four years Bachelor degree in 
any subject 

Technical 
secondary 
education 

Other university 
colleges 

General secondary 
school certificate 

or equivalent 

Four years Bachelor degree in 
any subject 
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Teachers’ workload (1996) 

Type Stage Average weekly 
hours devoted to 

teaching 

Average weekly hours 
devoted to other 

educational activities 

  Kindergarten 14 13 

Elementary     

Intermediate 18 12 General education 

Secondary     

  Technical 
education 

    

Non-general 
education 

Female teacher 
training 

18 12 

  University     

Higher education Girls  colleges 12-15 10 

  Teachers colleges     

Educational research and information 
Specialized research departments have been established within and outside the 
universities, such as the King Abdulaziz City for Science and Technology. 

Research, studies and reports have been published by the various authorities 
concerned, the foremost of which are: the educational centres at the colleges of 
education, Riyadh and Abha (King Saud University); the College of Education, 
Mecca (Omm Al-Qura University); the College of Education, Al-Medina Al-
Munawwara (King Abdulaziz University); and the Research Centre at the Immam 
Mohammad Bin Saud Islamic University, Riyadh. This is in addition to the output of 
other authorities interested in educational research, e.g. the Ministry of Education, the 
Ministry of Higher Education, the General Organization for Technical Education and 
Vocational Training, and other relevant government authorities. 

At the Ministry of Education, the General Directorate for Educational 
Research and Evaluation, under the Assistant Under-secretary for Educational 
Development, is considered the authority responsible for the planning of research and 
studies which serve to accomplish the aims of educational development, and to make 
such aims comply with the comprehensive development of the Kingdom. All the 
activities aim at building a base of comprehensive information and data, which can be 
utilized in the decision-making process for developing educational plans and 
curricula. 

The Directorate for Educational Research and Evaluation has implemented a 
number of activities, such as seminars on repetition, behavioural problems, etc.; 
studies on curricula and examinations, methods of evaluation and the drop-out 
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phenomenon; educational programmes; examinations measuring the scholastic 
achievement of students; and many others. 
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Web resources 
General Organization for Technical Education and Vocational Training: 
http://www.gotevot.edu.sa/ [In Arabic and English. Last checked: October 2007.]

Ministry of Education: http://www.moe.gov.sa/ [In Arabic and English. Last checked: 
October 2007.]

Ministry of Higher Education: http://www.mohe.gov.sa/ [In Arabic. Last checked: 
October 2007.]

For updated links, consult the Web page of the International Bureau of Education of 
UNESCO: http://www.ibe.unesco.org/links.htm
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