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Saudi Arabia—dramatic developments in higher education

By Dr Ahmad Aljubaili
tnonsor for Academic Plannir

Major developments are occurring In
higher education in Saudi Arabia. These
involve both significant expansion and
introduction of a new quality assurance and
accreditation system. In 2003 there were
¢ eight public universities in Saudi Arabia,
with enrollments of just over 200,000, In
addition, there were a number of higher
education colleges and seven private
colleges for a total enrollment in higher
education of approximately 550,000,

e
L |

Aved

=

Tem years later, the number of higher
education students has more than doubled
with 1.2 million students enrolled in 25 public universities and 30 private
universities and colleges in major cities and regional locations around the
country. These numbers do not include the 163,000 students enrolled in
undergraduate and postgraduate programs in international universities in
many countries throughout the world.

A nurmber of factors contribute to this dramatic increase, One factor is the
rapidly growing population which has doubled in the last 30 years and
is growing at 1.5% per annum. This has resulted in a high proportion of
young people in the age groups seeking education; 30% of the population
is in the 0-15 age group and 30% are aged 15-24.

A second factor is the government's commitment to providing educational
opportunities for young people in the country, with particular attention to
opportunities in higher education. With strong government suppart the
education system has grown dramatically with an increase in the national
budget for education from SAR105 billion in 2008 to SAR204 billion in 2013,
This government spending on education ks 25% of the national budget or
approximately 10% of GDP—the highest rate for education spending in
the world, This is equivalent to U5553 billion, In 1970 the national literacy
rate fior males was 15% for males and 2% for females. It k now over 90% for
the total population.

A third factor is the planned transition from an economy based very heavily
on il to a more diversified knowledge society with a dealing not only
with oil but also with other natural resources and developing strengths
In sclence and technology. One significant development has been the

establishment of a major new university focussing on postgraduate studies
and research, King Abdullah University of Science and Technology, with an
Initial budget equivalent to US55 10 billken. However, this ks only one element
in a broader strategy to achieve high international standards in science
and technology and research, The universities vary in their commitment
to sclentific research with some giving primary attention to their teaching
functions and others focussing, to a much greater extent, on research.
MNevertheless, contributions to research are expected of all universities
and the government has supported this development with funding for a
large number of scientific research centers, research parks and technology
incubators as well a5 expansions in postgraduate programs and research
within acadernic departments in the unbversities.

A significant element in the expansion of higher education has been the
Increase In participation of female students, Historically, participation of
female students was relatively low. However, there has been a reversal of
that pattern of participation and now approximately 60% of students in
higher education are female. Facilities and services for female students
have also been greatly improved as a number of former colleges for girls
have been integrated into universities or merged in order to form new
universities. One major development has been the development of Princess
MNoura bint Abdul Rahman University between 2009 and 2011 at a cost of
approsimately US55 billion, This university will provide for 40,000 students
on an 800-hectare site with a 700-bed teaching hespital close to the airport
ini Riyadh. It will be the largest university for female students in the wodd.

Higher education in Saudi Arabia ks regarded as a right for students. Mo
fees are charged for studies in the public universities and colleges and
the private universities and colleges are heavily subsidized. This financial
suppart Is extended to overseas studies for Saudi students through the
King Abdullah scholarship program. Generows scholarships and financial
support are made available for studies in the USA, Canada, UK, Australia,
and many other countries (approximately 150,000 students and more than
50,000 dependents in 23 countries, currently). The number of interational
students from Sawdi Arabia is the highest in the world on a per capita basis
and behind only China and India in absolute numbers. Scholarships are
available in a wide range of subject fields and for both undergraduate and
postgraduate studies. Upon return to Saudi Arabia, these students enter
a wide range of occupations, but one important area of employment is
as faculty members in the higher education system itself to help with the
planning of further expansions in the higher education system,
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