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Chapter 1: Introduction

My Path to this Research

My interest in the experiences of Arab women is inspired by the numerous students I
worked with in my professional roles as an international student advisor and as an international
educator. From 2010-2011 I had the opportunity to live, work, and travel in Morocco, a Muslim-
majority Arab country, through a Fulbright English Teaching Assistantship. Through my
teaching responsibilities at a public university and my personal interactions, I had the
opportunity to develop many close professional and personal relationships with Moroccan
women and girls, representing a spectrum of diversity in terms of age, socio-economic level,
education, profession, and level of religiosity. Upon reflecting on these relationships, I was
struck by how many of the preconceived notions I had about Arab women prior to my time in
Morocco were proven untrue by my time spent in the country. The women I met dispelled the
stereotypes I had subscribed to about Arab women being silent and oppressed. | met many
women who were vocal, engaged, and empowered leaders in their families and communities. It
was then that I began to question some of the Western-focused narratives around feminism,
colonialism, and orientalism that I had been previously taught. By my observations, these
narratives inaccurately spoke for and about Arab women, and in most cases, they were
incomplete or downright false. My questions were further fueled as I spent time traveling in
Egypt and Jordan around the same time and made many of the same observations.

When I returned to the U.S., I felt a strong need to stay connected to the voices of Arab

women, but I wasn’t sure how. Around the same time, I joined the Speaking Partner Program, a
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weekly meet-up program that matches native English speakers with English as a foreign
language learners enrolled at the Maryland English Institute (MEI), a division of the University
of Maryland, College Park. By chance, I was partnered with a Saudi woman, around my same
age. She and I quickly developed a friendship that went beyond weekly English tutoring and
conversational exchange to deeper conversations about culture, family, and religion. It was
through this student that I first learned about the King Abdullah Scholarship Program (KASP), as
she is a scholarship recipient. I was intrigued to learn about the scale of the program--its
enormous cost to the Saudi government and the sheer number of participants, many of whom
were women. Intellectual curiosity made me wonder about the experiences of the scholarship
recipients during their time in the U.S., what might be the lasting impact of those experiences
after they returned home, and how Saudi Arabian culture might be impacted by the collective
experiences of thousands of students, who have spent extensive time living and studying in
American culture. These are the questions that inspired this research endeavor and eventually
evolved into my current research questions.

Over the years I had the opportunity to be matched with two additional female Saudi
students as MEI speaking partners. Although our friendships did not rise to the same level of that
with my first partner, I developed a strong rapport with both. Our conversations presented an
opportunity for them to practice their English language skills and for me to practice my (very
basic) Arabic, and for us to swap questions and observations about each other’s lives. Many
conversations involve informal talk about the division of labor within our households, our
thoughts about our responsibilities to and for our families, the expectations we have for

ourselves, and the expectations others have for us. We discussed our roles as wives, mothers,
2



daughters, students, and working professionals. In essence, we talked about what it means to live
as a woman in our respective societies. Time and time again, my Saudi language partners have
shared perspectives that make me further question my preconceived generalizations about Saudi
women, assumptions based on stereotypes portrayed by media and other influences. The stories |
heard about life as a woman in Saudi Arabia were complex and full of nuance, and very much
the opposite of the “silent and oppressed” trope that I and others may have been conditioned to
think.

It was disheartening to realize that I had spent such a long time believing an incomplete,
and in some case false, set of generalizations about Saudi women. But instead of focusing on
regret, [ believe my attention is better placed on taking action to dispel the myths, assumptions,
and stereotypes I once bought into. Besides the friendships I developed, my greatest takeaway
from my experience as a speaking partner has been around the importance of listening, really
listening, to women. Whether it be Saudi women, Arab women, Black American women, the
women of the #MeToo movement, transwomen, or the women of other frequently silenced
groups, all women have voices, opinions, and perspectives that must be heard, and it is the
responsibility of other women, especially White women, to amplify them. The amplification of
Saudi women’ voices is both the inspiration for this study and its ultimate objective.

The section on reflexivity will reflect further on my identity as a White American
woman, as well as my other social identities, and will explore how these aspects influence my
research topic, my relationship with my participants, and my interpretation and analysis of the

data I collected.



Research Questions
The primary question driving this study is:
¢ How do Saudi Arabian women who studied abroad or are studying abroad in the
U.S. conceptualize/perceive the impact of their experience?

Based on my previous experience working with Saudi female students in the U.S.,
sensitizing material, and the literature review process, I developed the following related sub-
questions:

e What were the participants’ experiences in the Saudi education system and in Saudi

society prior to education abroad in the U.S.?

e What are/were their experiences in the U.S. higher education system and in the U.S.
society during their education abroad?
e How have participants’ experiences in the U.S. challenged or empowered them as

individuals (educationally, politically, and economically)?

Purpose and Significance of the Study

Previous research on this specific international student population is scarce, so the value
of these collected data is significant to several audiences. First, U.S. educators and administrators
concerned with the academic and personal development of underrepresented students may gain
much-needed insight about the lived-experience of a relatively unexamined student population.
Second, those who are concerned with the topic of human rights, women’s rights, and feminism
may gain an understanding of how women from one of the world’s most arguably oppressive

societies understand and navigate their gender roles. Third, Saudi women themselves may find
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value in reading their personal narratives and those of their peers, and having their stories
“heard” by those outside their culture.

At the global level, first-hand narratives from Saudi women, and Arab women in general,
are notably underrepresented in global media and scholarly literature across academic disciplines
(Khamis & Mili, 2018; Sirri, 2024). One primary challenge is access—Saudi Arabia is notorious
for its cultural conservatism and enforcement of laws that often oppress, limit, and silence female
citizens from sharing their perspectives openly. But another challenge is on the reception end—
without access to first-hand stories from Saudi women, global media and audiences, including
those purporting to have a feminist-focused lens, often ignore, stereotype, or make unfounded
assumptions about Saudi womanhood (Sirri, 2024). This study seeks to disrupt such assumptions

and stereotypes by elevating the voices and stories of individual Saudi women themselves.

Conceptual Framework

To better understand the experiences of Saudi women graduate students in the U.S., I
referred to multiple feminist perspectives, especially those localized to the context of the Arab
world, the Gulf States, and Saudi Arabia specifically. These interconnected lenses guided this
study and help illuminate my understanding of the experiences, perspectives, and aspirations of
Saudi women students. The conceptual frameworks I drew on are 1) Transnational Feminism, 2)
Islamic Feminism and Arab Feminism, and 3) Saudi Arabian Feminism & Saudi Arabian

Women’s Rights Activism.



Transnational Feminism

Scholars who think critically about issues related to women and higher education find it
imperative to use a gender-conscious approach in analyzing the ways that gender and education
interact (Findlow, 2013). With conceptual roots in anti-colonial struggles and post-colonial
feminisms, transnational feminism evolved as a response to Western-centric feminist paradigms
that historically haven often ignored, excluded or misrepresented the experiences of women in
the global majority. Transnational feminism rejects the notion of a “universal sisterhood” of
women across the globe, arguing that women from different regions do not necessarily have the
same shared experiences of womanhood or the same understandings of gender inequality (Swarr
& Nagar, 2010).

Intersectionality is a central foundation of transnational feminism. Intersectionality is
commonly understood as the exploration of how an individual’s multiple social identities
(gender, race, religion, class, nationality, citizenship, sexuality, etc.) intersect within systems of
power and oppression (Crenshaw et al., 1991). In the context of transnational feminism,
intersectionality can help highlight how global structures of power affect women differently
depending on their positionality within global systems. For example, women facing global issues
such as poverty, war, and environmental degradation have distinct experiences of these
phenomena due to their distinct social identities and locations. The exploration of
intersectionality in transnational feminism encourages deep understanding of local contexts to
understand areas of oppression and resistance, recognizing that women in different regions of the
world may face similar challenges but require unique solutions because of the particularities of

their locale (Crenshaw et al., 1991).



Scholars and practitioners of transnational feminism see themselves as expanding on the
core concept of intersectionality by, “emphasizing global structural and historical factors such as
economic exploitation and oppressive forces associated with colonialism, imperialism, extreme
forms of capitalism, structural racism, and gendered racism, as well as other forms of
globalization that reinforce the dominance of Northern world regions” (Zerbe Enns et al., 2021,
p. 14). Transnational feminism calls for a gendered approach to understanding global problems
related to globalization. Some major areas of concern for transnational feminism include
economic inequality and the exploitation of workers, global violence against women and sexual
violence in conflict, migration and displacement, and environmental justice issues such as
climate change and resource scarcity.

Zerbe Enns et al. (2021) raise the issue of women’s “border work™ and “communication
across traditional global boundaries” in their understanding of transnational feminism and
describe transnational feminist perspectives as focusing on “the diverse experiences of women
who live within, between, and at the margins or boundaries of nation-states around the globe;
they transcend national-state boundaries and speak to a wide range of interacting forces that have
an impact on gendered relationships and experiences in a geopolitical context” (p. 12). Scholars
of transnational feminism are concerned with women’s experiences within, at, and across borders
of global, regional, and local contexts, both literal and conceptual (cooke, 2000; Zerbe Enns et
al., 2021). In particular, transnational feminists see their work as highlighting and uplifting the
experiences of women who are often marginalized or overlooked among the swift currents of

globalization:



.. . the experiences of immigrants, refugees, displaced persons, those who have
experienced forced migration, members of a cultural diaspora who may be dispersed
across multiple regions, as well those who identify themselves as third-culture persons
and persons who are attempting to integrate multiple cultural identities (Zerbe Enns et al.,
2021, p. 13).

As frequent border crossers who navigate multiple cultural identities and contexts, the

female international graduate students in this study are a logical addition to the list above.

Islamic Feminism and Arab Feminism

Islamic feminisms and Arab feminisms are intrinsically related, with some scholars
seeing Islamic feminisms as branches within Arab feminism (Makdisi et al., 2014). As
conceptual frameworks, these feminisms share many common assumptions but differ in their
theoretical foundations and attitudes toward religion. All together they provide a valuable lens by
which to consider the experiences of the Saudi women in this study, all of whom identify Arab
Muslims.

Very broadly, Islamic feminism refers to the advocacy of gender equality and social
justice within the framework of Islam as a religion. As a term, concept and a movement, Islamic
feminism is simultaneously highly contested and highly embraced (Badran, 2006, 2009; cooke,
2000; Fawcett, 2013; Mir-Hosseini, 2011; Seedat, 2013). Islamic feminists often trace the roots
of the conceptual movement to the very early days of Islam and historic figures like Aisha bint

Abi Bakr and Fatima al-Fihri, both highly respected female leader-scholars known for their



advocacy around women’s education (Ahmed, 2021). Modern Islamic feminism discourse
emerged in the late 19" and early 20 centuries, partially as a critique of Western feminisms for
misunderstanding Islam and Islamic practices (Ahmed, 2021; Mir-Hosseini, 2011).

Islamic feminisms emphasize a theological reinterpretation of Islamic texts, the Qur’an
and the Hadith, through a feminist lens (Bahlul, 2000; Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 1999). Through this
reexamination, Islamic feminists challenge patriarchal interpretations of Islamic tradition and
advocate for gender equality in Islamic society (Badran, 2006, 2009). A core belief of Islamic
feminism is the full equality of all people, regardless of gender, in both the public and private
spheres. According to Margot Badran (2009):

Islamic feminism explicates the idea of gender equality as part and parcel of the Quranic

notion of equality of all insan (human beings) and calls for the implementation of gender

equality in the state, civil institutions, and everyday life. It rejects the notion of a

public/private dichotomy (by the way, absent in early Islamic jurisprudence, or figh)

conceptualising a holistic umma in which Quranic ideals are operative in all space (p. 1)
When interpreted correctly, Islamic feminists see Islam and its religious texts as a source of
liberation and empowerment for all Muslims, including women (Anwar, 2014).

While Islamic feminist discourse is rooted in Islamic principles and religious texts, Arab
feminisms are culturally rooted in Arab identity. Arab feminism commonly refers to socio-
political movements and ideologies aimed at achieving gender quality and women’s
empowerment within the Arab world. Arab feminisms are also heavily influenced by the
discourse of postcolonial theory and nationalism. Huda Sha'arawi is often referred to as the

pioneer of Arab feminism, due to her leadership in the 1919 Egyptian Revolution against British
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colonial occupation and her lifetime of advocacy for the rights of Egyptian women (Badran,
2009). Arab feminisms were further informed by the emergence of Arab women’s rights
organizations in the mid-20™ century stemming from nationalist movements in Tunisia and
Algeria (Makdisi et al., 2014). In the 21% century, Arab feminisms have both influenced and
been influenced by women’s activism in the anti-government uprisings in the early 2010s known
as the Arab Spring (Khamis & Mili, 2018)

Like Islamic feminism, Arab feminisms reject the universal application of Western
feminist models and critiques Western feminisms for ignoring and/or misrepresenting the
experiences and concerns of Arab women (cooke, 2000; Khamis & Mili, 2018; Mir-Hosseini,
2011). Arab feminists see colonialism and Orientalism as major sources of this misrepresentation
of Arab women in the Global North as exemplified in Lila Abu-Lughod's (2002) seminal work,
“Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving? Anthropological Reflections on Cultural Relativism
and Its Others.”

To respond to such misrepresentations, Arab feminism discourse takes cues from
intersectionality and postcolonial feminisms with the understanding that Arab women’s identities
are informed by multiple intersecting dimensions such as gender, religion, colonial history, and
socioeconomic status (Abu-Lughod, 2013; Ahmed, 2021; Makdisi et al., 2014).

Khamis and Mili (2018) contemporize and contextualize Arab feminisms further, by
emphasizing the complex forms of activism and resistance demonstrated by Arab women,
especially during and since the 2011 Arab Spring. Khamis and Mili (2018) conceive of a theory
of feminism that recognizes Arab women’s activism and resistance for its deft navigation

between binary opposites across legal, social, and political domains, “the traditional vs. the
10



modern, the online vs. the offline, the religious vs. the secular, the top-down vs. the bottom-up,
the official vs. the popular, the formal vs. the informal, the private vs. the public, and the local
vs. the global” (p. 7). In the authors’ view, instances of overlap and intersections between
categories of gender, race, and class coupled with the Arab world’s sociopolitical context of
“competing subjectivities, clashing ideologies, various modes of expression, and unique sites of
struggle” make for Arab feminisms that are dynamic and multidimensional (p.7).

Arab feminisms offer critiques of both Western and Arab patriarchal structures. Like
Islamic feminists, Arab feminists argue that patriarchy is not inherently Islamic, but rather a
cultural and political construct (Makdisi et al., 2014). However, Arab feminisms are often critical
of the role of religion in reinforcing patriarchy (Mernissi, 1991). While Islamic feminist
discourse seeks reform within the framework of Islamic law through reinterpretation of religious
texts, Arab feminist discourses advocate for secular and legal reforms, such as constitutional
changes and changes to legal codes and laws. In the case of Saudi Arabia, a constitutional
monarchy in which the Qu 'ran is the constitution and the base of all judicial policies, an

understanding of both approaches is imperative.

Saudi Feminism & Saudi Women’s Rights Activism

The uniqueness of Saudi Arabia’s historical, governmental and societal structure, as will
be outlined in Chapter 2, provides a hyper-localized context to consider conceptions of
feminism. Saudi Arabia is often seen as an extreme outlier within discourses of Transnational,
Islamic, and Arab feminisms, and even the most relativist of Western-influenced feminisms often

fail to see Saudi women as anything other than “oppressed and in need of salvation” (Sirri, 2024,
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p- 4). As described in Chapter 3, the Kingdom’s complex gender landscape is shaped by tribal
and religious traditions, authoritarianism, top-down state policies, oil wealth, and the monarchy’s
navigation of modernity. Additionally, in recent years, state-sponsored feminism—defined as
top-down policies and reforms led by the Saudi state—has become more and more central to the
conversation on Saudi feminisms (Ahmed, 2021; Allam, 2025; Al-Rasheed, 2013; Sirri, 2024).
For all these reasons, feminism in Saudi Arabia must be understood in terms of its engagement
with its local context (Al-Rasheed, 2013).

One example of the way local cultural norms shape conceptions of feminism in Saudi
Arabia is the contested use of the term itself. Sally Findlow (2013), in her analysis of higher
education and feminism in the Arab Gulf, observes that many women in the region do not
identify with the word “feminism” or its Western-associated connotations. She writes:

“Gulf women would like an increased voice in government, better jobs that enable them

to balance work with family responsibilities, and cultural change in order to provide more

options over education, work and marriage/family. But these agendas are not rhetorically

linked to ‘feminism’” (p. 119).
Namie Tsujigami (2018) reached similar conclusions through her field research in the Kingdom,
noting that Saudi women, “are not necessarily advocates of what is understood as the
‘emancipation of women’ by outsiders” (p. 157).

Given these contestations and seeking a more grounded understanding of how Saudi
women pursue liberation, I turned to the history and experiences of grassroots Saudi women’s
rights activists. These women have authored a Saudi-specific feminist discourse—one that

utilizes strategies of performance, negotiation, adaption, and subtle resistance to confront and
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navigate patriarchal structures. My approach draws inspiration from the scholarship of Namie
Tsujigami (2018), Lana Sirri (2024), and Nermin Allam (2025), all of whom explore Saudi
women’s activism as a distinct and contextualized feminist framework.

In the course of my research, I also had the privilege of interviewing a Saudi woman
who was directly involved in the activism surrounding the right to drive movement of the mid-
2010s. Her story offered a deeply personal window into the complex realities of resistance and
the extremely high stakes of advocating for gender equality in the Kingdom. I believe it is vital
to preserve and amplify the narratives of such women—those who risk their safety and security
to push for societal change. However, in order to protect her privacy and ensure her continued
safety, [ have chosen not to disclose identifying information or details about her current
circumstances. Her courage and insights were instrumental in shaping my understanding of
Saudi feminisms as context-specific, multifaceted forms of resistance deeply rooted in everyday
acts of agency and negotiation.

At the heart of Saudi women’s activism is the demand for basic human rights,
particularly through challenging Saudi Arabia’s guardianship system. In her book, 4 Society of
Young Women: Opportunities of Place, Power, and Reform in Saudi Arabia, Amelie Le Renard
(2020) highlights how middle- and upper-class women began engaging with activism around this
topic in the late 20" century, often through university spaces. Madawi Al-Rasheed (2013)
similarly identifies the 1990s as a turning point—marking a shift from private, individualized
forms of resistance to more public and organized activism, influenced in part by increased access
to education. Perhaps the most well-known example of grassroots activism with roots in this time

period is the women’s right to drive movement. The campaign began in 1990, during the Gulf
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Crisis, when 14 female university professors and professionals drove their cars together in a
coordinated act of protest. Within 30 minutes, they were arrested, dismissed from their jobs, and
subjected to two-year travel bans (Tsujigami, 2018). Shortly thereafter, a prominent Saudi cleric
issued a fatwa formally banning women from driving (Al-Rasheed, 2013; Tsujigami, 2018).

The movement remained publicly silent until 2011, when amid the Arab Spring, activists
such as Manal Al-Sharif and Wajiha Al Huwaider, launched the Women2Drive online campaign.
This initiative “called for tens of thousands of supporters to drive by themselves in whichever
direction they chose” on a designated day (Tsujigami, 2018, p. 151). By that this time, digital
platforms had become powerful tools of activism across the Arab world, and Saudi Arabia was
no exception (Khamis, 2019; Khamis & Mili, 2018). In the days leading up to the protest, Manal
Al-Sharif was arrested and jailed for nine days. After the event six other women were detained,
with one sentenced to ten lashings (Tsujigami, 2018). In 2014, prominent activist Lujain Al-
Hathltl and another woman were arrested and jailed for two months after they drove across the
United Arab Emirates border into Saudi Arabia (Tsujigami, 2018). The Oct26Driving online
campaign, launched in 2016, gathering over 11,000 signatures. Of the 25 women who
participated by driving that day, five were stopped by police, but none were detained (Tsujigami,
2018).

Although the driving ban was lifted by royal decree in 2017, just weeks before the June
2018 implementation date, Lujain Al-Hathlal and 12 other prominent activists were arrested
(Coogle, 2019). While the charges were never made public, sources suggest they were related to
her human rights activism—activities government prosecutors described as “coordinated and

organized activities ... that aim to undermine the Kingdom’s security, stability, and national
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unity” (Coogle, 2019, p. 37). In 2019, another round of 13 arrests targeted both male and female
activists, including a dual U.S.-Saudi citizen and a woman who was pregnant at the time
(Coogle, 2019). Although Lujain Al-Hathlil was released in 2021, reports confirmed she
experienced torture and prolonged incommunicado detention during her imprisonment (PEN
America, 2020). She remains under a five-year travel ban and other restrictions (“Loujain Al-
Hathloul,” 2021). Without a doubt, being an activist in Saudi Arabia carries significant risk and
often results in severe personal consequences.

The experiences of Lujain Al-Hathliil and the broader right to drive movement are central
to the understanding the contextual complexities of Saudi women’s activism and the uniquely
Saudi formulation of feminism described by Tsujigami (2018), Sirri (2024), and Allam (2025).
In “Stealth Revolution: Saudi Women’s Ongoing Social Battles,” Tsujigami identifies
performative agency and patriarchal bargaining as two key frameworks strategies that illuminate
how Saudi women may be forced to pursue “stealth-like” tactics to assert power within
restrictive systems:

Performative power may be exercised to achieve equality with men. However, Saudi

women may also strategically bargain their power and space within patriarchy to

maximize their security and optimize their life options. They may even strengthen

patriarchal relations in order to enjoy the benefits given to women (p. 149-150)

Lana Sirri (2024) also references patriarchal bargaining in her analysis of Saudi women’s
negotiation of patriarchal systems, framing it as, “involving complex and multi-dimensional
trade-offs in cultural contexts” (p. 5). She highlights the work of Hatoon al-Fassi, a prominent

Saudi academic, Islamic feminist, and activist arrested alongside Al-Hathlul. Sirri (2024)
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identifies Al-Fassi as a leading public voice in advocating that, “women, like men, are integral to
Islam and should not be barred from and organizational roles that contribute to their participation
in society’s development” (p. 12).

Nermin Allam’s scholarship (2025) calls for attention to how “ordinary women’s
everyday actions” in Saudi Arabia can be seen as a form of “social nonmovement” (p. 2). Her
research demonstrates “how state-led reforms intersect with women’s agency and shape their
experiences and opportunities in a constructed sociopolitical context” and argues that “the ways
ordinary women challenge or extend the limit of top-down decisions are integral to
understanding the evolving gender landscape of Saudi Arabia” (p. 2).

Building on the preceding analysis of conceptual scholarship, it is essential to
acknowledge that while Saudi women have developed nuanced strategies to navigate and
challenge patriarchal systems—often through stealth means, everyday actions, and negotiation or
alignment with state-sanctioned reforms—activism in Saudi Arabia continues to carry significant
personal and political risk. As the arrests of figures like Lujain Al-Hathliil and Hatoon al-Fassi
illustrate, even peaceful and reform-oriented advocacy can be met with harsh state repression,
including imprisonment, torture, and long-term restrictions on movement and speech. These
realities underscore that in Saudi Arabia, explicit feminist activism—particularly when it is
independent and/or critical of state agendas—remains a deeply risky endeavor, demanding not

only courage and resilience, but also a constant recalibration of strategy.

Organization of this Dissertation
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This dissertation is organized into fourteen chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the research
topic, presents the guiding research questions, and outlines the conceptual framework, which
draws on transnational, Islamic, Arab, and Saudi feminist perspectives, as well as the history of
women’s rights activism in Saudi Arabia. The chapter also includes a reflection on my personal
journey into the topic. Chapter 2 provides a detailed overview of globalization and its influence
on the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, including key political, cultural, and educational developments
that shape the context of this study. Chapter 3 focuses specifically on women in Saudi Arabia,
examining the country’s gendered legal, social, and educational systems.

Chapter 4 explains the research methodology, including participant selection, data
collection and analysis procedures, ethical considerations, and my positionality as a researcher.
Chapters 5 through 11 present case studies of the seven women who participated in the study,
highlighting their unique life trajectories and experiences. Chapter 12 offers a cross-case
thematic analysis, identifying patterns and key differences across the cases.

Chapter 13 provides theoretical reflections, conclusions, and recommendations based on
the research’s findings. It revisits the feminist frameworks in light of the participants’ narratives,
addresses the study’s limitations, and discusses the implications of this research for U.S. higher

education institutions, feminist-oriented scholars, and future studies.
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Chapter 2: Globalization and the Context of Saudi Arabia

Overview

The objective of this chapter is to provide context for this research study by situating the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia as a nation state within a globalized world. The chapter begins with a
general overview of the concept of globalization and its various dimensions and then moves on
to consider how education impacts and is impacted by globalization, with special attention to the
geopolitical region of focus, the Gulf States of the Arab Middle East.

The bulk of the chapter is focused on the specific context of Saudi Arabia, the country of
origin and/or residence for the women participating in this research. The country overview
includes sections related to the Kingdom’s history, governance, demographics, economy, culture,
and religion, as well as special attention to topics like religious fundamentalism/extremism,
human rights, and contemporary reform measures.

A large section is dedicated to the topic of Saudi Arabia’s system of education, its
history, and challenges, with special emphasis on the higher education system. This emphasis
includes exploration of current themes in Saudi higher education: capacity and enrollment,
privatization, and education for a developing knowledge economy.

Internationalization is a key theme in Saudi Arabian higher education and directly relates
to the topic of this proposed study. This chapter details the country’s higher education
internationalization efforts including the push for international partnerships, the establishment of
a global university within the Kingdom, and, most significantly, the development of the Saudi

government’s large-scale overseas international education scholarship program.
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The detailed overview of the scholarship program is imperative because it is the impetus
behind my research project. All the participants in this research study are current or former
scholarship recipients, and it is the scholarship program that facilitated and funded their

education abroad experience in the U.S.

Globalization and Its Dimensions

Globalization is a complex and multidimensional process involving the increasing
interconnection and interdependence of people, ideas, goods, and institutions across national
borders. This process entails not just integration, but also stratification—resulting in inequalities
between countries, regions, and individuals. Rather than offering a single definition, this section
outlines how globalization is commonly framed—economically, politically, environmentally,
and culturally—while focusing on how these forces impact education systems around the globe,
particularly in the Arab Gulf and Saudi Arabia. It also draws on critical perspectives that
question the assumed neutrality of these global processes, emphasizing how globalization

reflects and reproduces existing global hierarchies (Klees et al., 2012)

Economic Dimensions of Globalization

Neoliberal capitalism promotes the development of a globally integrated market system
that facilitates the transnational movement of capital, labor, goods, and services, and promotes
deregulation, privatization, and the free market (Stiglitz, 2003). While proponents argue that
globalization generates efficiency and prosperity, critics point to the exacerbation of global

inequalities and increased stratification (Doumato & Posusney, 2003; Hill, 2000). Klees (Klees
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et al., 2012), for example, contends that neoliberal globalization reinforces dependency and
underdevelopment in the Global South, where education systems are pressured to serve market
imperatives rather than public good.

Regulation theory offers a critical lens for examining these economic transformations,
particularly the tension between capital and labor. Hill (2000) highlights the concept of "modes
of regulation," referring to institutional practices that stabilize economic systems while
perpetuating inequality. These frameworks are especially relevant for analyzing economic
changes in the Middle East, where globalization has reshaped labor markets and wealth
distribution (Hill, 2000, p. 23).

The influence of neoliberalism on global economic policy has shifted the role of the state
by reducing its size and power, and by promoting education and other public sectors as sites of
privatization and competition. In education, this has translated into fiscal austerity and the
redirection of funds toward primary and technical education, deemed more economically
productive. As Jackson (2016) observes, institutions like the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) have promoted fiscal discipline and efficiency in education
funding, particularly in developing countries, thereby reinforcing neoliberal priorities.
Stromquist (2012) further argues that these policies disproportionately harm marginalized
communities, as educational access becomes increasingly stratified along class, gender, and
geographic lines.

This economic agenda is tied to the emergence of the knowledge economy, where
knowledge production, innovation, and human capital are critical for global competitiveness.

Ball (2017) describes the knowledge economy as increasingly reliant on skills, learning, and
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technological advancement, a shift that places new demands on education systems worldwide.
However, Klees (2012) critiques the human capital approach as overly reductionist, noting that it
frames education primarily as an economic investment rather than a human right or a tool for

democratic empowerment.

Political Dimensions of Globalization

Globalization has also altered political power structures, particularly through the
diminishing sovereignty of nation-states and the rise of global governance institutions. As
Carnoy and Rhoten (2002) explain, transnational forces—from multilateral organizations to
multinational corporations—have reshaped national authority. Institutions such as the United
Nations (UN), International Monetary Fund (IMF), and World Bank play pivotal roles in setting
global development agendas, with the IMF and World Bank often imposing structural adjustment
policies on less economically powerful nations.

Multinational corporations, especially “metanationals” that operate independently of
national jurisdictions, increasingly exert influence that rivals that of many governments (Doz et
al., 2001; Francis, 2016). This economic power has political consequences, as governments lose
regulatory control over sectors like education, labor, and media, and the quantity of tax revenues
(Stiglitz, 2003).

Education has been positioned as both a tool and a site of political globalization.
Organizations like UNESCO, founded in 1945, promote education as a human right and as a
mechanism for achieving global security and development. Jackson (2016) emphasizes that

education is viewed by some political leaders as integral to promoting global citizenship,
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sustainable development, and human flourishing (p. 10). Initiatives such as credential
recognition, standardized assessments, and transnational education benchmarks are efforts to
align education systems within a global framework (Jackson, 2016).

Yet critiques of this model abound. The World Bank, for example, is both the largest
non-national funder of education in the Global South and a frequent target of criticism for its
human capital-centered approach. Although its mission is to alleviate poverty, many scholars
argue that the World Bank reinforces a narrow, utilitarian view of education that prioritizes

economic outputs over equity and local needs (Klees, 2012; Masters et al., 2023).

Cultural Dimensions of Globalization

Culturally, globalization has led to greater interaction among peoples and ideas but has
also triggered debates around homogenization and cultural loss. Advancements in
communication technologies, digital media, and transnational migration have facilitated the rapid
flow of information, cultural symbols, and languages. While some scholars celebrate these
developments as promoting cross-cultural understanding, others caution against the dominance
of Western cultural values and the erosion of local traditions (Jackson, 2016).

Globalization also may facilitate or force the migration of people, which can lead to both
cultural convergence and conflict. Migration—forced or voluntary, authorized or unauthorized—
shapes how cultural identities are communicated, adapted, and reproduced. Linguistic shifts,
ideological realignments, and even the emergence of shared global values are often cited as
outcomes of globalization’s cultural dimension, though these changes are experienced unevenly

and contested in different contexts (Jackson, 2016).
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Stromquist (2012) critiques the cultural dimensions of globalization as frequently serving
neoliberal agendas, whereby education systems are reshaped to promote individualism and
market-oriented subjectivities, sidelining collective, indigenous, and critical pedagogical

traditions.

Critiques and Theoretical Alternatives

Several scholars offer alternative models for conceptualizing globalization’s complex
effects. Steger (2013) proposes ideological and ecological dimensions in addition to economic,
political, and cultural ones. His ideological dimension encompasses the beliefs, narratives, and
norms that sustain global structures. Appadurai (1990), meanwhile, presents globalization as
consisting of five overlapping “scapes”: ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, finanscapes,
and ideoscapes—highlighting the fluid and interconnected nature of global flows.

Jackson (2016) suggests three interpretive lenses: the skeptical (which questions
globalization’s extent or significance), the globalist (which embraces it as beneficial and
inevitable), and the transformationalist (which sees globalization as a dynamic process with
mixed consequences depending on context).

Building on this typology, Klees (2012) critiques mainstream globalization discourses for
their uncritical embrace of market logic and technocratic solutions, urging instead a political
economy approach that examines how global power relations determine educational outcomes.
Stromquist (2002) adds that such critical frameworks are essential to understanding how
globalization restructures education in ways that often marginalize local epistemologies, gender

equity, and democratic participation.
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Finally, some scholars suggest the world may be experiencing a backlash or “boomerang
effect” in response to globalization. Events such as 9/11, the 2008 financial crisis, Brexit, the rise
of nationalism, and the COVID-19 pandemic have led to renewed emphasis on borders, national
identity, and local sovereignty (Jackson, 2016). These trends raise critical questions about
whether the current era marks a retreat from global integration or a transformation into new

forms of global connection.

Education as a Central Site of Globalization

Globalization profoundly influences education at both macro and micro levels. As
Carnoy and Rhoten (2002) emphasize, “if knowledge is fundamental to globalization,
globalization should also have a profound impact on the transmission of knowledge” (p. 2).
Indeed, education is both a product and a driver of globalization, and all of its dimensions—
economic, political, and cultural—are inextricably linked to educational practices, policies, and
priorities around the globe.

At the macro level, global elites shape educational policy frameworks, curriculum
standards, values, and funding mechanisms. These powerful forces decide how knowledge is
organized, who controls it, and what purpose education is seen to serve. As Jackson (2016)
writes, “Globalization as a contemporary condition or process clearly shapes education around
the globe, in terms of policies and values; curriculum and assessment; pedagogy; educational
organization and leadership; conceptions of the learner, the teacher and the good life; and more”
(p. 10). Colonialism and imperialism—among the earliest globalizing forces—fundamentally

influenced mass education, especially in non-Western societies. Prior to these impositions,
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education in many of these regions was typically small-scale, community-based, and centered on
vocational, apprenticeship, or religious training models.

In contemporary contexts, governments and educational ministries are increasingly
implementing policies that align with global norms of economic efficiency. This shift reflects the
influence of human capital theory, which posits that investment in education leads to individual
and national economic growth—an idea deeply embedded in global economic discourse
(Jackson, 2016). As a result, education is increasingly positioned as a tool for competitiveness in
the global economy. However, Klees (2012) critiques human capital theory as an ideological
instrument used to justify underfunding of education systems and to shift responsibility for
economic outcomes from governments to individuals. He argues that such a framing disregards
structural inequalities and depoliticizes education policy.

At the micro level, globalization impacts the who, what, when, where, and how of
teaching and learning. Technological developments have transformed educational delivery
through innovations, such as online learning, MOOCs (massive open online courses) and
telecollaboration. Simultaneously, the rise in global mobility has expanded access to cross-
border learning opportunities, including study abroad, institutional partnerships, and academic
consortia. Institutions have responded by establishing offshore campuses (e.g., NYU in Shanghai
and Abu Dhabi), while students and educators alike now demand greater transferability and
recognition of academic credentials across national borders (Harvard Kennedy School —
Evidence for Policy Design, 2019; Jackson, 2016).

The term internationalization is frequently used to describe the ways in which educational

institutions respond to and participate in globalization. Knight (2015) defines internationalization
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as “the process of integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose,
functions and delivery of post-secondary education” (p. 2). Building on this, de Wit et al. (2015,
2020) advocate for a more intentional and ethically grounded approach, defining
internationalization as “the intentional process of integrating an international, intercultural or
global dimension into the purpose, functions and delivery of post-secondary education, in order
to enhance the quality of education and research for all students and staff and to make a
meaningful contribution to society” (2015, p. 29; 2020, p. 2). This updated framing emphasizes
inclusivity, mutual benefit, and the societal role of education, offering a counterbalance to
market-driven models.

Nonetheless, Stromquist (2012) warns that internationalization often reproduces
asymmetries of power and knowledge, privileging Western institutions and epistemologies while
marginalizing those of the Global South. She argues that the discourse of "quality" and "global
standards" frequently masks a neocolonial agenda in which local educational practices are lost
and disregarded in the race to achieve transnational metrics and rankings.

Ultimately, globalization has transformed education into a key arena for both policy
innovation and ideological contestation. As Jackson (2016) underscores, the effects of
globalization extend beyond structural reorganization—they also reshape our conceptions of
education itself, including the roles of students, teachers, institutions, and knowledge in an
increasingly interconnected world. Following Klees (2012) and Stromquist (2012), it is essential
to interrogate whose interests are served by global educational reforms and to advocate for

alternative models that center social justice, cultural relevance, and democratic participation.
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Globalization and the Islamic Middle East

The dimensions of globalization outlined above can be witnessed at the regional and local
level in addition to the worldwide level--a phenomenon known as “glocalization. ” This section
focuses on the ways that the Middle East has experienced, influenced, and responded to the
impacts of globalization. A note about terminology: the geo-political region known as the
“Middle East” is diverse in terms of economies, governments, ethnicities, languages, religions,
and cultures and is often defined in various ways in various contexts. For the purpose of this
study, I will be referring mainly to the countries and cultures of what is often referred to the Arab
Middle East or the Middle East North Africa (MENA) region, namely: Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt,
Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria,
Tunisia, United Arab Emirates and Yemen (CIA World Fact Book - United States, 2016;
Doumato & Posusney, 2003).

As in other parts of the world, scholars, politicians, and others living in and focused on
the Middle East have varied and sometimes conflicting conceptualizations of globalization. This
section emphasizes the cultural dimension of globalization in the region, recognizing that
economic and political dimensions are closely interconnected and often inseparable from cultural
considerations.

Some within the region view globalization as a cultural invasion that threatens long-
standing traditions, heritage and national identity. Others acknowledge the communicative
advancements globalization brings and advocate for engaging with these changes in ways that

support progress while preserving the Arab-Islamic cultural identity. Still, others advocate for a
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more moderated and controlled interaction with globalization, emphasizing alignment with
national, regional and cultural interests.

External interpretations of the Middle East’s relationship with globalization are equally
diverse. Rubin (2003) argues, “Probably no area in the world resists--at least explicitly--
globalization to an extent equaling that of the Islamic Middle East” (p. 1). This position is
echoed by others who cite the rise of Islamism and the September 11™ terrorist attacks as
expressions of anti-globalization sentiment in the region (Doumato & Posusney, 2003; Rubin,
2003). However, Griffel (2003) provides a contrasting view, asserting that, “Instead of rejecting
globalization, the Islamic world is finding its own way of globalization” (p. 2). According to
Griffel (2003), Islamic fundamentalism itself represents a distinct form of globalization: “A close
look into the Islamic world reveals that it does indeed actively participate in various processes of
globalization, probably even more than many other regions of the world” (p. 2).

Those who argue that the Middle East is resistant to globalization typically offer one
primary explanation for this resistance--that globalization is synonymous with Westernization, a
particularly Americanized form of Westernization, that is considered fundamentally hostile to the
region’s indigenous culture and standpoint (Rubin, 2003). Rubin explains, “Nationalism comes
dramatically into play when certain aspects of Westernization are seen as challenges to a nation’s
ethos” (p. 2). In the Islamic Middle East, Arabic language and the Islamic religion are typically
seen as the most central components of national and regional identity. Arabic is the primary
language of the Islamic Middle East (with Iran and its national language of Farsi being an
exception) and is the sacred language of Islam. In contrast, English—the dominant global lingua

franca—is often limited and restricted through formal and informal means in Middle Eastern
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countries (Rubin, 2003). Rubin (2003) contends, “The existence of a large and culturally
powerful Arabic community builds a linguistic wall against the penetration of Western languages
which are such an important aspect of globalization™ (p. 3).

Rubin also argues that Islam’s prominent role in shaping governance and social norms
further protects the region against aspects of globalization, “The very size and cohesion of an
Islamic community builds a religious, and hence cultural, wall against may aspects of
globalization” (p. 3). In contrast, Griffel (2003) sees Islam’s growth and unification as a prime
example of globalization in action. He contends that the increased standardization of Islamic
practices and the broad agreement on what constitutes “Islamic” behavior and values are
themselves outcomes of globalization: “We mostly think of globalization as a process where the
ideas of Western modernity, of economic development in a capitalist model, and of Western
cultural production are brought to other parts of the world. We fail to see, however, that other
regions may seek their own kind of globalization” (p. 4).

Griftel (2003) further argues that the globalization of Islam may also in fact be the reason
for the region’s turn toward fundamentalism. He stated: “Muslim fundamentalist movements are
benefiting from an increase in the flow of information, speed of communication, and mobility
more than any other political movements in the region” (Griffel, 2003, p. 2). What distinguishes
Islamic fundamentalism from other global movements and other Islam-based philosophies is its
commitment to pan-Islamic political unity and the reorganization of government and society
according to Islamic law (CAIR Welcomes AP Stylebook Revision of “Islamist” - CAIR, n.d.).
Griffel (2003) contrasts this vision with the Western lifestyle often associated with globalization,

stating that the “Muslim fundamentalists’ vision of a globalized society . . . is quite different
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from the pleasure-seeking, profit-driven western lifestyle that is being promoted by the
globalization that we focus upon most” (Griffel, 2003, p. 2). For this reason, he considers events
such as the September 11™ attacks to be products of globalization rather than examples of anti-
globalization resistance. He describes al-Qaeda as, “the first truly global terrorist network that
would use e-mail, internet, frequent flyer miles, wire transfers, and tourist, student, and refugee
visas in order to organize a globalized jihad” (Griffel, 2003, p. 3).

Finally, Griffel and others note the key role played by Gulf States, particularly Saudi
Arabia, in actively shaping globalization in the Islamic Middle East. He asserts that “the most
important forces pushing globalization in the Islamic world are petrodollars of the oil-rich states
on the Arab peninsula” (Griffel, 2003, p. 4). These nations serve not only as recipients of global
influence but also as influential actors in shaping religious, economic, and political aspects of
globalization across the region.

The following section will explore Saudi Arabia’s relationship with globalization in
greater depth, explaining both the ways in which the country is influenced by global forces and

the ways it, in turn, exerts influence on the global stage.

Globalization and Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia’s path to becoming a regional and global power in contemporary times is
complex. Before delving into the ways that Saudi Arabia influences and is influenced by
globalization in the current age, it is beneficial to consider the country’s intersection with the

outside world from a historic perspective. This section will also provide an overview of the
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contemporary context of Saudi Arabia, including governance, demographics, economy, culture,

religion, and pressing social issues.

History & Government of Saudi Arabia

The geographic area today known as Saudi Arabia is most notable for being the
birthplace of Islam. It was in 7th century that the Islamic prophet Muhammad founded the
religion that united the population of the region known then as Arabia. In the 18th century,
Arabian political leader Muhammad bin Saud formed an alliance with Sunni Islamic religious
leader Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab with the intention of joint political and religious
leadership of the region. Saud’s descendants, known as the House of Saud, maintained the
alliance with Wahhab’s followers over the next 150 years. During this time Wahhab’s doctrine, a
puritanical interpretation of Sunni Islam now known as Wahhabism, spread through the region.
In 1932, Saud’s descendant, Ibn Saud, founded the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and declared
Wahhabism to be the state-sponsored religion. Since that time Saudi Arabia has remained a
totalitarian absolute hereditary monarchy and Wahhabism has continued to be integrally tied to
the Kingdom’s official governance (Ghafar, 2018).

Saudi Arabia is one of the few Gulf states to have avoided colonization, although the
British did wield some influence on the country after World War I with the demise of the
Ottoman empire. Petroleum was discovered in Saudi Arabia in 1938, and oil industry
development began under the U.S.-controlled Aramco (Arabian-American Oil Company)
(Ghafar, 2018). By 1980 the government of Saudi Arabia had fully bought out the American

interests in Aramco and the country had become the largest oil producer in the world (Ghafar,
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2018). By 1988 the Kingdom had officially taken over full control of the company’s
management and operations, renaming it Saudi Arabian Oil Company (or Saudi ARAMCO)
(Ghafar, 2018). As of 2020, Saudi ARAMCO is the world's 5th largest public company, having a
market value of $1.68 trillion USD (A. Murphy et al., 2020).

Saudi Arabia’s historic and close ties to Wahhabism inform its unique system of
governance. Although Saudi Arabia is an absolute monarchy, its constitution is the Quran (also
Qur’an or Koran) and the Sunnah (the traditions of Muhammad), and the king’s compliance with
Sharia (Islamic law) is compulsory by royal decree. Political parties and national elections are
not permitted. Saudi Arabia’s ulama (also ulema), the body of scholars dedicated to Islamic law
and theology, has a direct role in the Kingdom’s government (Meijer, 2010). In particular, the
ulama has significant influence in educational and judicial policies and is the authority on
designating and enforcing religious and social morals (Meijer, 2010).

Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is Saudi Arabia’s current king and has held the role since
2015. His son, Royal Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, known by his initials M.B.S., is heir
to the throne and also holds the roles of the Chairman of the Council for Economic and
Development Affairs, Chairman of the Council of Political and Security Affairs, and Minister of
Defense. Most consider M.B.S. to be the de facto ruler of the country and the power behind the
throne (Raghavan & Fahim, 2017; “Who Is Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed?,” 2018). M.B.S.’s
leadership is highly controversial. Significant, ongoing criticism has been levied at him from
both inside and outside the Kingdom, most notably for his role in waging war against

neighboring Yemen, and for ordering the state-sponsored assassination of Saudi journalist Jamal
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Khashoggi (Bishara, 2020; Riedel, 2020) (refer to this chapter’s section, Human Rights

Violations, for additional information regarding the Khashoggi assassination).

Geography and Demographics

Saudi Arabia’s largest and most populated city is its capital, Riyadh, which is
geographically located in the center of the country. The Kingdom’s second largest and most
populated city is Jeddah, a commercial center located on the Red Sea. Approximately 80% of
Saudis live in or near these two urban centers (World Bank Open Data - Saudi Arabia, 2023a).
The Kingdom’s other regions are sparsely populated and generally dominated by rural and desert

geographical features.
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Figure 1- Map of Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia’s overall population grew from 3.5 million in 1950 to 34.8 million in 2019,
and is expected to continue rising until 2075, when it is estimated to reach 44.6 million (UN
World Population Prospects, 2019). Saudi Arabia’s birth rate has increased rapidly since the
1950s and only now is beginning to stabilize (UN World Population Prospects, 2019). Currently,

over 40 percent of the Saudi population is under age 25, making it the largest-ever generation in
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the Kingdom (CIA World Fact Book, 2015; C. Murphy, 2011). Demographers describe Saudi
Arabia’s current situation as a “youth bulge” that is consistent with population trends in other
Gulf States (Murphy, 2011).

Another significant aspect of Saudi Arabia’s demography is its high number of foreign
nationals. Almost 40% of Saudi Arabia’s total population is made up of temporary residents:
foreign nationals, expatriate workers, and migrants who are generally non-nationalized (United
Nations Data, 2019). On the whole, the rights of non-national residents of Saudi Arabia are
extremely limited. In almost all cases, their residency in the Kingdom is sponsored by their
employer, and employers hold significant responsibility for and control over those they sponsor,
including the ability to approve entry and exit permits (U.S. Department of State - Bureau of
Consular Affairs, 2019). In addition, most foreign nationals are excluded from paying into or
using the Kingdom’s social insurance system (U.S. Social Security Administration, 2018) .

In 2019, the Kingdom announced a new “premium” residency program, which allows
expats to purchase their own residency without needing to have a sponsoring employer. Known
as the “Saudi green card”, the system allows approved applicants the right to own businesses,
real estate, and private transportation, and the right to enter, exit and live and work in the
Kingdom on their own accord (Gongalves, 2020; “Saudi ‘Green Card’ Online Platform Is Open
for Business,” 2019). With a one-time cost of SR800,000 ($213,000 USD) for permanent
residency or a SR100,000 per year cost for temporary residency, the program generally benefits
wealthy individuals engaged in long-term business with the Kingdom (Gongalves, 2020; “Saudi

‘Green Card’ Online Platform Is Open for Business,” 2019).
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Both the youth bulge and the high population of non-nationalized residents have
enormous implications for the country at large, specifically around labor, the economy, politics

and education. These issues will be detailed further later in this chapter.

Economy

Saudi Arabia’s fast population growth has had an enormous impact on its economy and
economic policies, specifically in relation to the country’s primary industry: oil production.
Throughout the 20th century, Saudi Arabia was well known for its vast oil reserves and the
enormous economic riches they brought to the Kingdom (Ghafar, 2018). The country is known
as the largest exporter of total petroleum liquids in the world and is the world's largest crude oil
producer (International - U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA), 2017). The 2023 Gross
Domestic Product (GDP) for Saudi Arabia was 1.068 trillion U.S. dollars ($32,094 per capita)
and placing it in the top twenty economies of the world and giving it a “high-income”
categorization by the World Bank (World Bank Open Data - Saudi Arabia, 2023b). Saudi Arabia
is the only Arab country to be part of the G-20 major world economies group and held the G20
Presidency for the year 2020 (G20 2020 Saudi Arabia, 2020).

As of 2018, oil and oil-related industries account for about 90% of Saudi Arabia’s export
earnings and about 87% of budget revenues (Ghafar, 2018). However, like many countries,
Saudi Arabia has found that reliance on a sole natural resource can be problematic in that the
global market for oil is fickle at best and may in fact be waning in the long run (Gallarotti, 2013;
Ghafar, 2018). The country has also observed the instability that its historically myopic focus on

oil has caused in the native Saudi workforce. During the oil boom years, most young Saudi men
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were all but assured executive positions in the public sector--government, oil, or banking jobs--
upon graduation from university, no matter what they studied (Baki, 2004; C. Murphy, 2011)
(Baki, 2004; C. Murphy, 2011). Lower-cost foreign guest workers from Egypt, Pakistan, and the
Philippines have long been relied upon to occupy mid-level, skilled positions in the private
sector as corporate managers, engineers, physicians, health care workers, and scientists (Baki,
2004; Doumato, 2003; C. Murphy, 2011). Additionally, most unskilled and domestic service
positions in the Kingdom are held by foreign-born workers, primarily from India and countries in
Southeast Asia (Chamberlain, 2013). By the year 2000, it was estimated that there were as many
as 7 million foreign workers in a country whose overall population was 16 million (Baki, 2004).
By 2011, it was estimated that 90% of jobs in the private sector were filled by foreign workers
(Murphy, 2011). The country is now experiencing an undersupply of native workers who have
the education and training necessary to succeed in the private sector. Furthermore, the growth of
jobs in the private sector has been slow and overall unemployment is estimated at 12.8% with
rates being higher for young adults and women, who make up more than half of Saudi Arabia’s
unemployed (Harvard Kennedy School - Evidence for Policy Design, 2019). The issue of
unemployment among Saudi women and young people will be explored in more detail later in
this chapter.

To combat these challenges Saudi Arabia has made efforts to diversify its development
approaches, alleviate its oil dependence, and alleviate its reliance on expatriate labor. Starting in
the early 1970s, the Kingdom began issuing a series of five-year economic development plans,
all of which have included economic diversification as a primary objective (Ghafar, 2018). The

stagnation of oil export revenues and the rapid growth of the native Saudi population has
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pressured the Kingdom to enact “Saudization” measures that aim to replace low-paid foreign
workers with Saudis (Ghafar, 2018; Murphy, 2011). These efforts began as early as the Fourth
Development Plan (1985-1989) and have since been formalized into a national system known as
Nitaqat, which sets quotas for the number of Saudi citizens employed by various companies.
Companies that fail to meet required guidelines may be penalized (Murphy, 2011).

The country’s Ninth Five-Year Development Plan, which concluded in 2015, stressed the
growth of a knowledge-based economy focused on innovations in human resource development
through large expansion in education and training, innovations in information technology and
communication, and expansion of the private sector and the Saudi economy overall (Baki, 2004;
Gallarotti, 2013). The current economic plan, Saudi Vision 2030, was announced in 2016 as a
roadmap for the country’s next decade (Saudi Vision 2030, 2016). Specific goals among the
plan’s objectives are, “to internationalize the Saudi economy, boost foreign investment, privatize
state-owned assets, create private sector jobs, and increase non-oil related exports to 50 percent
of all Saudi exports to ensure the Kingdom is on the right trajectory to thrive in a post-oil era”
(Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020). Education, particularly higher education, has been an important
piece in this economic diversification goal, and will be discussed in more detail further in this

chapter.

Culture/Religion

The vast influx of wealth generated by oil revenue has brought many changes to the
Kingdom since its founding, but many cultural and religious traditions have largely remained

unaffected. Wahhabi Islam remains a critical influence in all aspects of Saudi Arabian culture
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and Saudi Arabia has remained a critical influence on the Muslim world. The Saudi Arabian city
of Mecca is home to the mosque known as the al-Masjid al-Haram and is considered the holiest
site in Islam. Between two and three million Muslims from around the world make the
pilgrimage to Mecca and other holy sites each year, generating billions of dollars in revenue for
the country, and upholding its global status (Al-Thaqafl, 2017).

Wahhabism, Saudi Arabia’s distinct form of Sunni Islam, is considered to be the
“predominant feature of Saudi culture” as it is the official and dominant religion in the country.
Central to Wahhabism’s doctrine is the literal interpretation of the Quran and the rejection of all
modern-day innovations or practices that are interpreted as not adhering to the Islamic prophet
Muhammad’s original teachings. For this reason, Wahhabism is often described as a
“puritanical”, “ultra-conservative”, “strict”, “rigid”, “austere”, and “fundamentalist” form of
Islam.

Saudi Arabia’s ulama, known as the Council of Senior Scholars, has a direct role in
government, oversees the country’s system of Sharia law, and maintains the Committee for the
Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice, often referred to as Saudi Arabia’s religious
police (Meijer, 2010). The ulama has authority for issuing opinions to the monarchy on issues
related to religion and education; these opinions become the basis for the Kingdom’s laws and
policies, and by extension, the basis for cultural norms and practices. The ulama’s edicts are
grounded in the body’s ultra-conservative Wahhabian interpretation of Islamic principles and
values and are mostly directed as prohibitions and limitations regarding social behavior (Meijer,

2010). For example, Saudi Arabia’s legal and social practices generally prohibit non-familial

gender mixing in public, the consumption of alcohol, the practicing of “sorcery” and the
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recognition of holidays outside of those that are officially designated. Other legal and social
norms and practices include the requirement for individuals to abide by modest dress codes (the
abaya garment for women, the thawb garment for men), the requirement for Muslims to attend
prayer five times a day, and the requirement that all businesses close during prayer times.

Many of the ulama’s decrees relate to controlling the rights and activities of women in the
Kingdom, whether indirectly or directly. For example, Saudi Arabia’s male guardianship system,
a highly complex set of laws that until recently treated all Saudi women as legal minors, evolved
from decrees set forth by the ulama (Amnesty International, 2019a). Saudi Arabia’s notorious
ban against women driving, issued in 1957 and finally lifted in 2018, is one example of an ulama
decree bound to guardianship (The Women To Drive Movement, 2020). The guardianship system
and recent reforms to it will be discussed more fully in Chapter 3.

The religious police force, referred to as the Hai'a, holds the power to enforce these
moral codes. Historically, the Hai'a have been permitted to patrol and arrest or secure the arrest
of persons who violate the codes or otherwise display behavior deemed un-Islamic. Prior to the
late 1970s, the Hai'a was generally respected by the Saudi public as “spiritual guides,” and it is
said that the force and Saudi society as a whole “happily saw religion and modernization
coexist” (Bashraheel, 2019, p. 1).

Beginning in the late 1970s religious extremists/fundamentalists began to exert more
power over the Saudi monarchy and the Saudi public, and the Hai'a became more extreme in
their adherence to fundamentalism. Since then, many of the Hai'a’s activities have been directed
at policing the behaviors of Saudi women in particular. For example, there are documented

reports of the Hai'a stopping Saudi women for wearing nail polish, wearing athletic sneakers,
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and wearing leisure wear instead of the abaya (Chan, 2016). In one extreme 2002 case, members
of the Hai'a hindered efforts to save dozens of girls from a burning building because they were
not modestly dressed. As a result, 15 Saudi girls died and 50 were injured in the incident. In
recent years, at public urging, the monarchy has sought to regulate and curb unchecked power
within the Hai'a. In 2016 the Kingdom issued reforms that stripped the religious police of many
of its privileges. Members of the force are no longer permitted to pursue, interrogate, detain, or
demand identification from individuals (Bashraheel, 2019). Saudi Vision 2030 includes

additional reforms meant to further regulate and limit the Hai'a’s power.

Religious Fundamentalism

The rise of religious extremism within the Hai'a mirrors the rise in religious extremism in
Saudi Arabia overall, and by extension, the rise of Islamic extremism across the world. The year
1979 is often referenced as the Kingdom’s turning point toward the Sahwa (Islamic Awakening)
revivalist era, an ongoing period of extreme religious and social conservatism (Bashraheel,
2019). A variety of factors influenced this new direction, most notably, the Saudi monarchy’s
response to the Grand Mosque Seizure event of the same year. The incident, in which armed
Islamic insurgents took over the Great Mosque of Mecca, demanding an end to the Saudi
monarchy, a return to the original ways of Islam, and severance to all ties to the West, incited
further religious upheaval across the Muslim world. To quell tensions, King Khalid, Saudi
Arabia’s monarch at the time, leaned into the Islamists’ push toward puritanicalism. He enacted
policies reinforcing the country’s Wahabian traditions, empowered the u/ama to take on a more

central role in governance, and extended the power and reach of the country’s religious police in
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enforcing moral codes. Within this context evolved the advancement of Saudi Arabia’s Sahwa
movement, a religious-political reformist faction born from the cross-pollination of Wahhabism
and the Muslim Brotherhood movement that originated in Egypt and spread to Saudi Arabia in
the 1950s and 1960s (Ibrahim, 2019). Various groups representing a range of viewpoints from
progressive to ultra conservative claimed themselves and continue to claim themselves under the
Sahwa umbrella. Their commonality is a commitment to integrate Islamic teaching into
education and daily lives, and a concern about Western influence on Islamic culture (Ibrahim,
2019).

The Saudi state supported and sponsored Sahwa and its Islamic educational activities
throughout the 1980s and 1990s in a continuing attempt to appease Saudi Islamists and give the
appearance of a responsive monarchy (Ibrahim, 2019). Saudi culture changed dramatically
during this time, “Extremists sought not only to make society’s old [previous] ways look like
sinful, but to promote [an] obscurantist image abroad in an attempt to create a vast civilizational
gap between Saudi Arabia and the civilized world” (Bashraheel, 2019, p. 1).

In the years leading up to the peak of the Sahwa revivalist era, Saudi charities, funded by
the country’s booming oil and gas trade, began building Wahabian madrassas (religious schools)
and mosques around the world (Griffel, 2003). The spread of Wahhabism has been linked to the
rise of Islamic fundamentalism and extremism across the world. Griffel (2003) describes the
global influence of this linkage:

The affinity of Wahhabism, the local branch of Islam predominant in Saudi Arabia, with

conservative Islamic fundamentalism of widely read authors like Sayyid Qutb

[figurehead of the Muslim Brotherhood] or Mawlana Mawdudi [influential Islamist
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scholar and activist], led to a joining of forces. As a result, the norms of what is regarded

as ‘Islamic’ in the globalized world are less and less set by local traditions of interpreting

Islam, but increasingly by a joint version of the standards of Wahhabism and Islamic

fundamentalism™ (p. 4).

Although neither Sahwa nor Wahhabism condones violence as a means to achieving their ideals,
the confluence of their ultra conservative doctrines with established fundamentalist movements
indirectly served to provide space, funding, and support for extremist and terrorist/violent actors
(Bashraheel, 2019; Ibrahim, 2019). For this reason, Saudi Arabia is often mentioned as a root
source of Islamic terrorism. For example, Osama bin Laden was born and educated in Saudi
Arabia and retained Saudi citizenship until 1992, when he was banished from the country due to
his anti-government activities. Additionally, 15 of the 19 terrorists involved in the September
11th 2001 terrorist attacks against the United States were Saudi citizens.

Despite these connections, Saudi Arabia has generally avoided being held responsible in
charges of state-sponsored terrorism, at least by the United States. The U.S. Federal Bureau of
Investigation has said that there is no evidence that the Saudi government had any knowledge of
or held any role in the 9/11 attacks (Golden & Rotella, 2020). The U.S. Department of State
considers Saudi Arabia to be a close ally in its war on terror (The U.S.-Saudi Arabia
Counterterrorism Relationship, 2016). Daniel Byman (2016) summarized this paradox in
testimony to the U.S. House Committee on Foreign Affairs’ Subcommittee on Terrorism,
Nonproliferation, and Trade:

Saudi Arabia represents a paradox for U.S. counterterrorism. On the one hand, the Saudi

government is a close partner of the United States on counterterrorism. On the other
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hand, Saudi support for an array of preachers and non-government organizations
contributes to an overall climate of radicalization, making it far harder to counter violent
extremism. Both these problems are manifest today as the United States seeks to counter
the Islamic State and its allies” (The U.S.-Saudi Arabia Counterterrorism Relationship,

2016).

Human Rights Violations

In addition to the criticism it receives regarding its role in supporting global terrorism,
Saudi Arabia is often cited for its significant violations of the human rights of its own citizens
and others including guest workers. Although it has been a member country of the United
Nations since 1945, Saudi Arabia abstained from signing the 1948 Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, arguing that the document does not take the cultural and religious contexts of
non-Western nations into consideration (Russell, 2012). Saudi Arabia is an absolute monarchy,
frequently described and denounced as authoritarian, totalitarian, and as a dictatorship. Political
parties are banned and there are no elected officials at the national level (Freedom House, 2020).
The country is consistently listed among the lowest in the world in rankings of political freedom
for its hard line against any individual it sees as critics or potential critics of the Saudi state
(Coogle, 2019; Freedom House, 2020). Political dissidents, prominent clerics, public
intellectuals, academics, journalists, and human rights activists are the most targeted victims of
the Saudi government’s reach. There is ample evidence of multiple and ongoing human rights
abuses against these groups, including mass arrests, arbitrary detention, expulsion, torture,

arbitrary travel bans, defamation, surveillance, financial extortion, asset seizure, and execution
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(Coogle, 2019). Perhaps the most notable recent example of the Kingdom’s abuses is the 2018
murder of Saudi journalist, Jamal Khashoggi, at the Saudi embassy in Istanbul, Turkey. Despite
clear evidence of Saudi agents carrying out the assassination, the monarchy, and M.B.S.,
specifically, have avoided taking responsibility for the killing (Coogle, 2019).

Additionally, the state has received criticism for its disregard for the civil rights of
marginalized populations, including women, religious minorities, LGBTQ individuals,
undocumented and documented migrant workers, and refugees. In 2018, just months prior to the
Khashoggi murder, Saudi Arabia arrested and allegedly tortured several prominent Saudi
women’s rights activists (Amnesty International, 2019b; Beaumont, 2018; Coogle, 2019). The
lack of individual freedoms afforded to Saudi female citizens is a long-standing issue that will be
addressed more fully in Chapter 3. Religious freedom is severely restricted in Saudi Arabia, even
for immigrant residents and foreign workers, and religious minorities, including Christians and
Shia Muslims, experience systematic discrimination, arrest, and execution (Amnesty
International, 2018; CIA World Fact Book, 2015). Saudi Arabia does not recognize LGBTQ
rights and LGBTQ individuals have been known to be arrested and detained (Human Rights
Watch, 2017a). Saudi Arabia also has been criticized for its human rights violations through its
involvement in the Yemeni Civil War and the expulsion of hundreds of thousands of
undocumented migrant workers from Somalia, Ethiopia, and Yemen (Black, 2013). The
exploitation of migrant labor and the lack of rights for migrants is also an ongoing issue for the

country (Amnesty International, 2019b).
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Reforms and Visions for the Future

Despite the serious criticism leveled at Saudi Arabia by some global peers, the Saudi
monarchy continues to benefit from the support of key allies, including its primary military ally,
the United States. Additionally, the monarchy seems to maintain consistent control of its people
and has generally managed to quell any sizable civil unrest. For example, in comparison to its
Gulf-state neighbor, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia was largely unaffected by the Arab Spring protests of
2011. This is mainly attributed to the heavy handedness of the monarchy in cracking down on
political protest of any kind. However, others argue that it is because the monarchy responded
swiftly to protestors’ concerns regarding economic disenfranchisement. The Saudi monarch at
the time, the late King Abdullah, immediately announced over $71 billion in social welfare
benefits for the country’s citizens, including a massive plan for new housing and medical
facilities, pay increases for government employees, a development plan for new jobs, an increase
to the monthly minimum wage, unemployment benefits, bonus payments for university students
and loan forgiveness options (“Saudi Monarch Announces Billions in Handouts,” 2011; “To
Stave Off Arab Spring Revolts, Saudi Arabia and Fellow Gulf Countries Spend $150 Billion,”
2011).

The bold gesture may have helped stave off large-scale public revolts, but reformists
considered it disingenuous and cosmetic because it was not accompanied by any significant
political reform. Outside analysts also wondered if the massive benefit package would have more
than short-term impact. At the time, business analyst Stuart Diamond observed in

Knowledge@Wharton (2011):

45



For now, the populace will be satisfied with their recent bonuses. But that does not
amount to structural and sustainable change, the kind that would significantly improve
everyone’s quality of life on a continuing basis. The Saudi government should take this
opportunity to include more people in decision-making and develop new industries that
give more people a chance at a better life over the long term. (para. 10)
Although the Saudi Arabian monarchy continues to be resistant to the suggestion of including
“more people in decision-making,” the idea of developing new industries and diversifying the
economy has been an integral goal for the country since its earliest development plans (Ghafar,
2018). The following section details how Saudi Arabia has focused on education, and higher

education in particular, to grow and diversify its economy in a globalized world.

Globalization & Education in Saudi Arabia

The Saudi state considers education to be an important pillar in the country’s social and
economic development. This section will provide a brief history and general overview of Saudi
Arabia’s educational system, with a particular focus on internationalization efforts at the tertiary

level.

History and Background

Saudi Arabia’s system of education has undergone rapid transformation since the country
was established in 1932. Prior to this era, access to primary and secondary education was
generally limited to the children of the wealthy elite living in urban centers (Education | The

Embassy of The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, n.d.). Schools, known as kuttab, were affiliated with
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local mosques and taught by Islamic preachers. The curriculum focused almost entirely on the
study and memorization of the Quran (Rugh, 2002).

Formal primary education based on the kuttab schools’ curriculum began under the new
government’s jurisdiction in the 1930s, but it wasn’t until 1945 that the founding monarch, King
Al-Suad, instituted an official plan to develop schools in the country. By 1958, the nation had
established a Ministry of Education and had built well over 200 schools (Rugh, 2002; The
Embassy of The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia - Education, n.d.). The Ministry standardized the
structure of schooling in line with regional norms at the time, with government schools offering
6 years of study at the primary level, 3 years at the intermediate level, and 3 years at the
secondary level (Rugh, 2002).

In 1957, the Kingdom’s first university, King Saud University, was founded in the capital
city of Riyadh (Elyas & Picard, 2013). Prior to this, most wealthy Saudi elites who sought higher
education traveled to Cairo to attend Al-Azhar University or the institutions now known as Cairo
University and the University of Alexandria (Al-Mutairi, 2023; Rugh, 2002). The Saudi Ministry
of Higher Education was established in 1975 and merged under the Ministry of Education in
2015 (Pavan, 2017; Quamar, 2016; The Embassy of The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia - Education,
n.d.).

Education beyond ages 6 through 12 is not compulsory in Saudi Arabia, although the
country makes education free to all citizens as well at all levels, from kindergarten through the
graduate level (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015; Rugh, 2002). In addition, all students beyond the
secondary level are provided with stipends and free optional student housing, as well as student

meals and transportation at a highly subsidized rate (Smirnova, 2012). Non-citizens who hold
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residency status are permitted to attend Saudi government schools through the high school level,
but often face bureaucratic challenges and/or discrimination in accessing public schooling,
especially if their families are poor or otherwise marginalized in Saudi society (Sabri, 2015).
Wealthy expat workers and other non-residents who can afford the expense generally pay out of
pocket for their children to attend private and international schools in the Kingdom (Sergon,
2020).

According to the 2019 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia Budget Report, the largest share of the
Kingdom’s annual budget expenditure is dedicated to the education sector (Abusaaq, 2018). In
2019, public education was allocated SAR 193 billion (approximately 51.4 billion USD), which
was about 17.5% of the country’s total expenditures for the year (Abusaaq, 2018). In addition to
student tuition and student expenses, much of the allocated funds are used toward educational
infrastructure for the country’s large network of public schools. As of 2018, there were 30,625
public schools in Saudi Arabia serving kindergarten through secondary levels (Strategic Gears
Management Consultancy, 2018). The Ministry of Education reported the establishment of 719
new public schools in 2018, along with plans to develop several hundred more in the coming
years (Abusaaq, 2018).

Saudi Arabia’s efforts to address educational access have paid off in that the country is
close to achieving universal primary education for its citizens. The country’s net enrollment rate
at the primary level was 95% in 2018 (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2018). In 2020, the
literacy rate for members of the population (including both citizens and residents) over age 15
was 98% (World Bank Open Data, 2025). Nevertheless, critics point to several significant and

long-standing issues related to educational equity and quality within Saudi Arabia’s system of
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schooling. The following sections will expand on these characteristics as well as the country’s

efforts to address them

Areas of Concern in the Saudi Education System

Students in Saudi Arabia are segregated by gender at all educational levels, with the
exception of kindergarten and some private schools which may have mixed gender classrooms at
the early primary levels. There are key differences in national policies related to schooling for
girls and women compared to boys and men in Saudi Arabia, especially in regard to access,
courses of study, and regulations (see Chapter 3 for a detailed overview of women’s education in
Saudi Arabia).

Another defining characteristic of Saudi Arabia’s education system is the required
integration of Wahhabian-influenced Islamic Studies at all levels and in all courses of study,
including within private schools (Rugh, 2002). This practice is based on the traditions of the
region’s early kattub schools which focused on rote memorization of the Quran and intense and
extensive study of Islamic principles and is considered a central tenet of the country’s
educational mission (Murphy, 2011; Rugh, 2002). In pre-primary and primary schooling, Islamic
studies can account for up to one third of the curriculum (Fattah, 2006). At the secondary level,
religious studies are the focus for one out of six class periods (Fattah, 2006). Four years of
Islamic Studies are required for all students at the tertiary level, regardless of the course of study,
and all curricula include explicitly religious and moral content (Elyas & Picard, 2013; Rugh,

2002).
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Critics of Saudi Arabia’s education system argue that these religious education
requirements are extreme and inhibit Saudi students’ learning and practice of important skills,
such as critical thinking, problem-solving, and analysis (Murphy, 2011). They also fear that the
excessive emphasis on Islamic studies hinders Saudi students from pursuing academic fields and
career paths more fitting to the country’s emerging economic sectors -- fields like science,
technology, engineering, hospitality, and business (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020; Murphy, 2011).
One particular area of concern has been the consistently low ranking of Saudi students in the
Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) (AlMunajjed, 2009).

At the global level, human rights activists and terrorist watch groups have leveled even
harsher criticism of Saudi Arabia’s religious education requirements, specifically related to
textbook content that is considered to incite violence and intolerance towards Christians, Jews,
Shia Muslims, and other non-Wahhabi Muslims (Center for Religious Freedom, 2006; Human
Rights Watch, 2017b; Stancati & Al Omran, 2017). Saudi textbooks and religious education
teachings were especially scrutinized after the revelation of the role that young Saudi nationals
played in the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks (Center for Religious Freedom, 2006; Rugh,
2002; Stancati & Al Omran, 2017). Although Saudi education officials immediately vowed to
remove intolerant teachings, problematic language continues to abound in the Saudi curriculum
(Center for Religious Freedom, 2006; Human Rights Watch, 2017b). A 2017 report by Human
Rights Watch, reviewing 45 religion textbooks and workbooks produced by Saudi Arabia’s
Education Ministry, found numerous examples of “hateful and incendiary language toward
religions and Islamic traditions that do not adhere to [Saudi Arabia’s] interpretation of Sunni

Islam” (Human Rights Watch, 2017b, para. 1). One example in the report details an excerpt from
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a secondary-level textbook that includes the quote, “The Hour will not come until Muslims will
fight the Jews, and Muslims will kill the Jews,” used in a neutral way to reference the ways that
students “can recognize the approach of the Day of Resurrection” (Human Rights Watch, 2017b,
para. 15).

A third area of concern is the quality of Saudi education in general and whether it
adequately prepares students for the workplace (Murphy, 2011). Observers express concern for
overcrowded classrooms, the near exclusive use of exams for assessment of student learning, and
a culture of authoritative/teacher-centered learning focused on lecture-based teaching and
memorization-based learning (Al Alhareth et al., 2015; Alrashidi & Phan, 2015; Mir, 2012).
Alrashidi and Phan (2015) critique memorization-focused learning as an ineffective learning
strategy, because it deters learners from thinking creatively and critically and from conducting
original research and developing original ideas. These authors outline the detrimental impact of
teacher-centered learning in Saudi Arabian English classes, describing that Saudi students have
been led “to be receptors, memorizers, and reproducers, which apparently encouraged them to
participate ineffectively in the learning process” (p 38).

The Kingdom has expressed awareness of the challenges and critiques regarding the
issues above and has made efforts to enact reforms. The following section will present reform

efforts in more detail, with emphasis on the recent and large-scale Tatweer reforms.

Educational Reforms and Development

Saudi Arabia has included education reform in its economic development plans for

decades, but it was in the era of the Eighth Development Plan (2005-2009) under the late King
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Abdullah that the country began to prioritize and accelerate its focus on education, particularly in
support of the country’s human resource development (Kingdom of Saudi Arabia Ministry of
Economy and Planning, n.d.). The signature education-related piece of the Eighth Development
Plan was a USD 2.4 billion educational development package formally announced in 2007 as the
King Abdullah Public Education Development Project, known in Arabic as Tatweer (also
Tatwir) (meaning “the development of oneself””) (Alyami, 2014; Elyas & Picard, 2013; McEvers,
2009; Tayan, 2017). The overarching intention of the Tatweer reform program has been to
increase the quality of public education in Saudi Arabia with the intention of producing
graduates who are equipped to contribute to the country’s growing knowledge economy and
participate in a globalized world (Allmnakrah & Evers, 2020; Tayan, 2017). More specifically,
the program was designed to 1) build a native Saudi workforce that is more educated and skilled
than past generations; 2) promote economic prosperity within the nation; and 3) meet the needs
of a global labor market (Tayan, 2017).

The massive program has been unique in the Saudi Arabian context because it is run by a
governmental holding company, Tatweer Education, decentralized from the Ministry of
Education (Allmnakrah & Evers, 2020; McEvers, 2009; Tayan, 2017). The Tatweer Education
Holding Company’s website (2020) describes its mission as:

working to activate the strategic role of a group of development companies to support the

education sector in its essential role in implementing education development programs

and developing the knowledge economy, in line with the Ministry [of Education’s] goals

and in line with the national strategy to transform into a knowledge society according to

52



the vision of the Kingdom 2030, and the formation of national experiences with global

specifications. (para. 2)
Within this mission, the Tatweer program has identified multiple objectives. One overarching
goal has been to modernize and improve school curricula at all levels from early childhood
through tertiary education (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020; Elyas & Picard, 2013; Quamar, 2016;
Tayan, 2017). At a practical level, these improvements include objectives such as revising
textbooks to remove extremist language, introducing STEM-focused subjects into the general
education curriculum, increasing emphasis on the use of technology, and expanding the role of
English language in the classroom (Elyas & Picard, 2013; Quamar, 2016; Tayan, 2017).

Tatweer also calls for curricular changes that emphasize skills and qualities that are seen
as lacking in traditional Saudi education: critical thinking, creativity, and individualism (Elyas &
Picard, 2013; Quamar, 2016; Tayan, 2017). Another overarching goal has been to enhance
training for in-service and preservice teachers across the Kingdom (Allmnakrah & Evers, 2020).
As part of Tatweer, Saudi teachers have been required to attend professional development
workshops and trainings related to how to teach critical thinking to students and how to use
smart classrooms and digital education management systems (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020; Elyas
& Picard, 2013; Quamar, 2016; Tayan, 2017). In addition to curricula overhaul and teacher
training, the Tatweer program includes improvements to school facilities and infrastructure as
well as increased emphasis on extracurricular activities such as cultural activities and sports
(Allmnakrah & Evers, 2020).

Although the Tatweer project was originally forecast to end in 2013, the Tatweer Holding

Company is still active in 2025 in enacting and assessing its reform objectives, and education
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reform continues to be a priority in the country’s current economic development plan, Vision
2030 (Allmnakrah & Evers, 2020). However, in the decade-plus since its announcement, the
Tatweer project has received substantial criticism by Saudi scholars, the Saudi public, and
outside observers. Critics assert that the Tatweer educational reforms have been surface-level,
ineffective, slow-moving, and lacking in input and engagement from teachers (Allmnakrah &
Evers, 2020; McEvers, 2009; Murphy, 2011; Quamar, 2016). Put bluntly, Murphy (2011) writes,
“...turning around what has been one of the worst education systems in the Middle East is a
gargantuan task, and progress is slow” (p 3). Some scholars also critique the program for its
grounding in an unabashedly market-driven, capitalist education policy based on neoliberal
principles (Elyas & Picard, 2013; Tayan, 2017). For example, Elyas and Picard (2013) describe
the Tatweer project as, perhaps the most significant exemplar of neoliberalism in action” in
Saudi Arabia (p. 36). These same scholars express concern about the disconnect between the
Tatweer objectives and the authoritarian approach of the Kingdom’s governance:
“It is not possible to open a ‘Pandora’s box’ in education and provide access only to the
desired elements of neoliberal discourse that will enable operation in a global economy,
i.e. greater marketability, access to knowledge and technology, and individual creativity
and critical thinking skills, yet at the same time rigidly govern the individual’s social
activity and knowledge construction.” (Elyas & Picard, 2013, p. 37)
The following sections will expand on these criticisms as they relate to Saudi Arabia’s system of

higher education specifically.

Higher Education in Saudi Arabia
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Another important focus of the Tatweer reforms has been increased attention and
resources toward the Kingdom’s system of higher education (Quamar, 2016). Higher Education
was of particular focus in Saudi Arabia’s Ninth Economic Development Plan (2009-2014) under
King Abdullah, who considered higher education expansion to be instrumental in the country’s
pursuit towards a knowledge economy (Saudi Arabia Ministry of Economy and Planning, n.d.).
This section will provide an overview of the history of higher education in Saudi Arabia, a
summary of recent trends in student capacity and enrollment, and an explanation of how higher
education expansion and reform aligns with the Kingdom’s rapid population growth and Vision
2030 economic development plan.

Saudi Arabia currently has over 80 colleges and universities, both public and private
(ICEF Monitor, 2018; Ministry of Education, 2019). Two of the country’s oldest public
institutions, King Saud University and King Abdulaziz University are still considered among its
most prestigious and highly ranked at the international level (Times Higher Education World
Rankings 2020, 2019; U.S. News & World Report, 2020). However, the bulk of the country’s
higher education institutions are recently founded (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020). Since the late
1990s the country has established over 50 new specialized colleges and universities. For
example, Princess Nora bint Abdul Rahman University, the country’s only public women’s
university, was established in 2008 (History of the University, 2020). The following year in
2009, the country’s first co-educational university, the King Abdullah University of Science and
Technology, known as KAUST, was founded (4bout KAUST, 2020). Notably, many of these
new institutions have been built in geographical areas outside the country’s central provinces of

Riyadh and Makkah.
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Saudi Arabia’s system of higher education has benchmark qualifications like those of the
U.S. system. Degree levels include associate, bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral, as well as
diploma and postgraduate diploma programs (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020). Apart from KAUST,
almost all Saudi universities are segregated by sex, most having dedicated campuses for women
and/or affiliated women’s colleges (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020). There are key differences in
national policies related to higher education for girls and women compared to boys and men in
Saudi Arabia, especially regarding access, courses of study, and regulations (refer to Chapter 3
for a detailed overview of women’s education in Saudi Arabia).

Historically, the governance and regulation of higher education in Saudi Arabia has been
highly centralized with steering led by the national Council of Higher Education and
administrative oversight by the national Ministry of Higher Education (MHE) (Allahmorad &
Zreik, 2020). MHE policies regulate almost all of public and private institutions’ administrative
functions, from curricula to admissions criteria and quotas, to the appointment of faculty
positions (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020). Reforms initiated in the Eighth Economic Plan have
sought to move the country’s education governance towards a more decentralized model with
increased flexibility and autonomy for individual institutions (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020).

The following sections will highlight prominent trends, characteristics, and challenges related to

higher education in Saudi Arabia.

Growing Capacity and Enrollment

The increase in tertiary capacity afforded by these new higher education institutions has

been much needed as Saudi Arabia responds to its demographic youth bulge (Allahmorad &
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Zreik, 2020; C. Murphy, 2011). Tertiary enrollment levels have increased in line with the
increased capacity afforded by the new institutions and infrastructure. As of 2018, total
enrollment at the tertiary level (ages 18-22) was 1.62 million students, up from just over 371,000
in 1999 (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2018). For 2018, the country’s gross enrollment ratio’
for both sexes at the tertiary level, was 68.04 %, a dramatic increase from 20.97 % in 1999
(UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2018). It is predicted that Saudi Arabia’s tertiary capacity will
need to be expanded even further in coming years to accommodate demographic growth
(Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020). Forecasters of higher education markets estimate that the total
demand for higher education in Saudi Arabia will reach 2.8 million seats by 2030 and propose
that future expansions to tertiary capacity should come from the private sector (Colliers | Higher

Education in KSA, 2022; ICEF Monitor, 2018).

Higher Education and the Knowledge Economy

In addition to being a practical necessity, Saudi Arabia’s expansion of its tertiary capacity
has also been part of its ongoing strategy for economic planning and development since the early
2000s. On the heels of the Tatweer reforms initiated in the Kingdom’s Eighth Economic
Development Plan, the Ninth Economic Development Plan (2009-2014) made a direct
connection between university education and the building of a knowledge economy (Quamar,

2016). The plan’s vision statement explicitly called for, “a university education that competes for

! Gross Enrollment Ratio is the total enrollment in tertiary education, regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of
the total population of the five-year age group following on from secondary school leaving.
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leadership and contributes to building the knowledge society and meets requirements of
socioeconomic and environmental development.” (Saudi Arabia Ministry of Economy and
Planning, n.d., p. 414). As described above, the Saudi education system has long failed to keep
pace with domestic labor demands. Despite the labor market’s saturation with social science and
humanities majors, courses of study in social studies, religious studies, history, and Arabic
language and literature are still considered to be the most popular among Saudi university
students (Lindsey, 2010). There is a severe labor shortage in STEM fields, like health &
medicine, administration, agriculture, engineering, computer science, biotechnology,
nanotechnology, and information technology (ICEF Monitor, 2018; Lindsey, 2010). ICEF
Monitor (2018) reported that the country, “produces only about a fifth of the engineers that the
economy requires, and foreign graduates fill nearly seven in ten science jobs” (p. 3).

Expanding tertiary capacity in these fields of studies is imperative, but policymakers are
realizing that increasing the capacity of Saudi universities is not enough. A more pressing issue
is that there is a critical gap between the skills and knowledge that students acquire in Saudi
higher education and the skills and knowledge that is in demand by the Saudi labor market,
particularly the rapidly growing private sector (Harvard Kennedy School - Evidence for Policy
Design, 2019; Lindsey, 2010). Private firms report that they find it challenging to identify job
candidates who have both the required technical and “soft skills” related to professionalism and
work ethic (Ghafar, 2018; Harvard Kennedy School - Evidence for Policy Design, 2019). A 2019
report from the Harvard Kennedy School - Evidence for Policy Design describes the mismatch
between recent Saudi higher education graduates and Saudi employers as such: “First-time labor

market entrants often have strong formal credentials, but in an education relying on rote learning,
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and with few internship opportunities, some non-cognitive skills that employers consider crucial
are both underdeveloped and difficult to assess for universities and employers” (p 25).

In efforts to further bridge this gap, Saudi Vision 2030 introduced an initiative known as
the Human Development Program which aims to further leverage Saudi Arabia’s higher
education system in the pursuit of a knowledge economy. The program’s vision statement
proclaims, “it will introduce new educational and training policies and systems that will enhance
the efficiency of human capital in line with the Kingdom Vision 2030 to achieve
comprehensiveness, quality, flexibility and serve all segments of the society to promote the
Kingdom's regional leadership and international competitiveness” (Human Capital Development
Program | Saudi Vision 2030, 2020). A central part of the initiative calls for increased emphasis
on public-private partnerships in education, increased investment in Saudi universities as hubs
for research and development, new collaborations with foreign educational institutions, and

increased attention toward innovation and entrepreneurship (Lindsey, 2010).

Privatization

Saudi Vision 2030 calls on the private sector to address needs in higher education
(Lindsey, 2010; Quamar, 2016). The Ministry of Higher Education began approving the opening
of private colleges and universities in 2001 (Quamar, 2016). Since then, dozens of private
educational institutions, ranging from primary through tertiary level, have been established, and
the government has begun incentivizing proposals for private universities with offers for loans
and land grants (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020; Lindsey, 2010). The Saudi government has

announced that it will pay partial tuition costs for students pursuing private education. However,
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given the high tuition rates of the Kingdom’s private institutions, private education is generally
accessible only to students from high socio-economic backgrounds (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020;
Lindsey, 2010). The rate of Saudi student enrollment in private higher education increased by
64% between 2009 and 2018, and the overall financial value of Saudi Arabia’s private education
market is set to further double in the coming years (Strategic Gears Management Consultancy,
2018; UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2018). Despite this relatively rapid growth, it is worth
noting that the private education sector is still relatively small and nascent, and the
overwhelming majority of Saudi students (95%) are still attending public universities
(Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020; UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2018). Education policy analysts
observe Saudi Arabia’s trend with caution; private universities have the potential to make post-
secondary education more accessible for those who can afford it, but privatization can also lead

to lower academic standards and less-prepared students (Mir, 2012).

Research and Development

Another area of focus of Saudi Vision 2030 is building the research capacity, capability,
and productivity of Saudi universities (McKie, 2018). One very specific goal in this area is to
raise the output of high-quality and high-impact research from the country’s public universities
with the intention of propelling at least five of the Kingdom’s institutions into the top 200 of
international rankings by 2030 (4n Education That Contributes to Economic Growth | Saudi
Vision 2030, 2016). Toward this goal, the Ministry of Higher Education has committed
government funding to at least 14 new university research centers and has publicized plans to

establish a dozen more, all to be regularly evaluated by international advisory boards (McKie,
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2018). Additionally, Saudi Vision 2030 has allocated US $75 million to specifically support
international partnerships by Saudi universities around six priority research fields: water, energy,
information technology, petrochemicals, life science and health, and the environment (ICEF
Monitor, 2018; McKie, 2018). The plan also includes financial support for postdoctoral training
and short-term academic exchanges between Saudi research faculty and postgraduates, and
researchers from abroad (McKie, 2018). One area of concern on this front is academic integrity--
recent surveys report a high prevalence of research misconduct in the Middle East region, so
institutions involved in Saudi Vision 2030 activities will need to have strong research ethics
training and enforceable policies in place, along with effective oversight, before pursuing outside
collaborations (Felaefel et al., 2018; McKie, 2018).

More broadly, some observers and analysts have expressed skepticism about the
feasibility of the educational objectives described in Saudi Vision 2030 in general, questioning if
Saudi Arabia’s culture and governance can or should support such a massive ideological
overhaul (Elyas & Picard, 2013; ICEF Monitor, 2018; Quamar, 2016). As “...the pace and scale
of change anticipated in Vision 2030 will require nothing less than a cultural shift, and very
likely a greater commitment to academic freedom and open exchange” (ICEF Monitor, 2018).
The following section will explore this question more fully, with a focus on how Saudi Arabia’s
higher education internationalization efforts may be conducive to enhancing academic freedom
and open exchange.

The drive to enhance the Kingdom’s research and development outputs through

international collaborations is representative of the country’s overall goal of internationalizing
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higher education in service of its developing knowledge economy. The following section will

explore Saudi Arabia’s higher education internationalization efforts in greater detail.

Internationalization of Higher Education in Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia’s approach to internationalizing its higher education system is unique,
especially when compared to trends among other countries in the Middle East. Unlike its peers in
the Persian Gulf states, Saudi Arabia has been slow to embrace the model of opening foreign
branch campuses within its borders (e.g. Carnegie Mellon, Cornell, Georgetown, Northwestern,
Texas A&M and Virginia Commonwealth Universities campuses in Qatar; American University
of Dubai and New York University Abu Dhabi in United Arab Emirates) (Franklin & Alzouebi,
2014; Lindsey, 2010; Redden, 2017). Analysts attribute this approach to the theocratic nature of
the Kingdom’s governance--higher education is the responsibility of the state, and the state wants
to manage and regulate the curriculum (Elyas & Picard, 2013; Lindsey, 2010). In late 2019 the
Kingdom announced that it would finally authorize foreign universities to set up branch
campuses, but no formal partnerships have been announced as of October 2020 (Nagraj, 2019).
Instead, Saudi Arabia has focused its internationalization efforts in three ways: 1) engaging in
partnerships and collaborations with foreign institutions, 2) establishing its “own” private global
research university--King Abdullah University of Science and Technology (KAUST) on Saudi
soil, and 3) administering a large-scale education abroad scholarship program for Saudi citizens.

The following sections will outline these approaches in greater detail.
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International partnerships

As described above, a key focus of Saudi internationalization efforts has been on
developing direct partnerships with higher education institutions based in other countries,
particularly around research and development (ICEF Monitor, 2017). In recent decades, Saudi
universities and other government entities have signed hundreds of agreements totaling millions
of dollars with counterparts in the U.S., Europe and North America (Lindsey, 2011; Redden,
2015, 2018). According to Redden (2018), connections between U.S. institutions and Saudi
entities range in scale and form, including “lucrative research collaborations with Saudi
universities or companies, fee-for-service consulting relationships in which American colleges
assist in the development of new Saudi higher education institutions or programs, and
multimillion-dollar gifts to U.S. universities from individual Saudi donors, including members of
the royal family” (p. 1).

The list of high-profile American universities that have entered into agreements or
partnerships with Saudi Arabian sources is extensive. In 2005 Georgetown and Harvard
Universities accepted gifts of $20 million USD each from a member of the Saudi royal family in
support of their Islamic studies programs (Redden, 2018). Massachusetts Institute of Technology
(MIT) is the leading beneficiary of Saudi funding, reporting that it received $77.7 million USD
in funding from Saudi entities between 2012-2018 (Redden, 2018). MIT hosted Prince
Mohammed for a campus visit in 2018 during which he signed off on an extensive series of
sponsored research collaborations between MIT and Saudi companies and universities as well as

a research fellowship at MIT for female Saudi scientists (Redden, 2018).
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Universities that benefit from Saudi funding have received harsh criticism from activists
who question the ethics of collaborating with a country with such a poor human rights record
(MIT News Office, 2018; Redden, 2015, 2018). MIT was forced to review and reevaluate its
Saudi ties in 2018 after faculty and staff staged protests during the visit from M.B.S., just one
month after the murder of Saudi dissident and journalist, Jamal Khashoggi (Redden, 2018).
Ultimately, the university decided to maintain its current collaborations with Saudi Arabia and
continue to be open to further engagement, as long as proposed collaborations “comply with
MIT’s policies and principles, and that faculty are willing to lead them, and as long as MIT’s
senior leadership, with appropriate internal and external advice, concludes after careful
deliberation that the balance of actual and potential impacts, positive and negative, weighs in

favor of the relationship” (MIT News Office, 2018, p. 2).

King Abdullah University of Science and Technology (KAUST)

One of the most significant examples of partnership between Saudi Arabia and American
universities has been the development of KAUST, the Kingdom’s flagship international research
university. The graduate-level institution was established in 2008 with a $10 billion endowment,
a personal gift from King Abdullah, who expressed his vision for the university as such:

It is my desire that this new University become one of the world's great institutions of

research; that it educate and train future generations of scientists, engineers and

technologists; and that it foster, on the basis of merit and excellence, collaboration and
cooperation with other great research universities and the private sector (KAUST-

Message from the King, n.d., para. 5)
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Several major international research universities entered into high-value partnership agreements
with KAUST to contribute to its start-up, including several U.S. institutions. Cornell and
Stanford Universities, the University of California, Berkeley, and the University of Texas at
Austin established multi-year relationships with KAUST worth over $25 million USD (Redden,
2018).

KAUST received significant global attention and faced high expectations when it opened
its doors in 2009 (Lindsey, 2011). The almost 9,000-acre, state-of-the-art educational compound
was built from the ground up in less than two years on a remote section of Red Sea shoreline, a
full 30-minute drive from the major Saudi city of Jeddah (4bout KAUST, 2020; Lindsey, 2011).
The university boasts nine core labs: analytical chemistry, bioscience, visualization,
nanofabrication, supercomputing, coastal and marine resources, greenhouse, imaging and
characterization, and central workshops, as well as ten research centers, including facilities
dedicated to fields like petroleum engineering, computational bioscience, solar technology, and
clean combustion (4bout KAUST, 2020). In addition to its facilities, KAUST received
recognition for being the first mixed-gender university campus in Saudi Arabia and for being the
first Saudi university permitted to run autonomously outside the purview of the Ministry of
Education (Lindsey, 2011). KAUST is governed by an international board of directors
representing global leaders in the academic, corporate, and philanthropic realms. English is the
language of instruction across all programs at KAUST, unlike all other Saudi universities where
Arabic is the language of instruction (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020; Lindsey, 2011).

KAUST’s academic community includes representation from over 100 different countries

(About KAUST, 2020). The university actively recruits academics and researchers from around
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the world to join its faculty and administration. Its founding president was Dr. Shih Choon Fong,
who had previously been president of the National University of Singapore, and the current
president is Dr. Tony F. Chan, who joined KAUST after a ten-year tenure as president of the
Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (About KAUST, 2020). The institution offers
a globally competitive pay structure, generous financial incentives, and extensive benefit
packages to candidates (Working at KAUST, 2020). Academic researchers can design their own
labs from scratch and are awarded research grants of up to $5 million USD over the course of
five-year rolling contracts (Lindsey, 2011). As of September 2019, there were 158 faculty, 310
research scientists, and 430 postdocs on site (KAUST Media Relations, 2019).

KAUST also seeks to have an internationally diverse student body. KAUST offers full
fellowships for all admitted graduate students. In addition to tuition, the fellowships include a
living allowance of up to $30,000 annually, plus housing, medical and dental coverage and
relocation support (Fully-Funded M.S. and Ph.D. Fellowships | KAUST, 2019). The opportunity
is open to international students and serves as an attractive offer for recruiting--out of the 1100
enrolled students at KAUST in fall 2019, 65% were international students (KAUST Media
Relations, 2019).

KAUST describes economic development as being at the “heart” of its mission, and the
campus complex includes a research and technology park next to the academic facilities (KAUST
- Innovation and Economic Development, 2016). Tenants like Saudi Aramco oil company, Dow,
Boeing and Dupont partner with the university on entrepreneurial training and technology
transfer support (KAUST - Innovation and Economic Development, 2016). The university states a

commitment to advancing Saudi Arabia’s “transformation priorities” and lists a “young talent
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development program” and a “Saudi workforce development program” as initiatives in this area
(KAUST - Strategic National Advancement, 2020). However, some observers question the
accessibility of KAUST for the average Saudi student and raise concerns about the institution
being “elite” and “largely foreign” (Lindsey, 2010, 2011). In 2019, only 35% of KAUST
students were Saudi citizens (KAUST Media Relations, 2019). Likewise, some analysts question
how much the achievements in research and development at KAUST will “permeate out to the
wider economy and society” of the Kingdom (Lindsey, 2010, p. 4)

As the Saudi higher education sector expands, other universities have begun following
suit with KAUST in recruiting international faculty and students. There has been a notable
increase in the number of incoming international students who study abroad in the Kingdom
(Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020). In 2018, the Kingdom hosted 73,977 international students, a net
flow mobility rate? of 4.6% (Global Flow of Tertiary-Level Students, 2019). The majority of
incoming students come to Saudi Arabia from neighboring Yemen and Syria as well as other
countries in the Middle East region. Nigeria and India are emerging recruiting markets for the
Kingdom; both countries sent close to 2000 students each in 2019 (Global Flow of Tertiary-

Level Students, 2019). It should be noted that Saudi Arabia considers permanent resident non-

2 “Net flow ratio of mobile students” is defined as the “total number of tertiary students from
abroad (inbound students) studying in a given country minus the number of students at the same level of
education from that country studying abroad (outbound students), expressed as a percentage of total
tertiary enrolment in that country” (UIS-UNESCO, 2020)
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citizens who study in Saudi Arabia to be international students, meaning the children of the large
guest worker population are included in these statistics as well (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020).
Simultaneously, Saudi Arabia has put forth increased attention to sending its own tertiary
students for study and training outside the Kingdom. The following section will highlight the
outbound mobility of Saudi students to colleges and universities around the globe through the

KASP governmental scholarship program.

Outbound Student Mobility & Overseas Scholarship Program

The third significant example of Saudi Arabia’s higher education internationalization
strategy has been its high level of support for its citizens who pursue higher education outside the
country. By global standards, Saudi Arabia has a relatively high outbound student mobility
ratio’--in any given academic year between 2011-2017, at least 5% percent of all Saudi tertiary
students were studying abroad* (Global Flow of Tertiary-Level Students, 2019). The United
States, Saudi Arabia’s key international ally, has been the top destination for the majority of
outbound Saudi students, but the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia are also top

destinations (Global Flow of Tertiary-Level Students, 2019).

3 “Outbound student mobility ratio” refers to the percentage of students from a specific country studying

abroad, expressed as a percentage of total tertiary enrollment in that country.

4 For comparison, the 2017 outbound student mobility ratio for the United States was 0.46% (Global Flow of
Tertiary-Level Students, 2019)
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Although some Saudi students self-fund their education abroad, the overwhelming
majority of Saudi students have been fully funded by the Saudi government’s massive, multi-
billion, multi-year, international education scholarship program, originally known as the King
Abdullah Scholarship Program (KASP) (Thomas, 2013). Within the first decade of its launch in
2005, KASP enabled 200,000 Saudi citizens to earn degrees in more than 30 countries
(Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020). During the program’s peak academic year (2016) there were over
90,000 outbound Saudi Arabian degree-seeking students worldwide, with over 60,000 of those
students studying at U.S. colleges and universities (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020; Institute of
International Education, 2016a); Institute of International Education, 2016). KASP is said to be
one of the largest governmental scholarship programs in the world (Pavan, 2017; Thomas, 2013).

The program continues to exist today, under a new name, the Custodian of the Two Holy
Mosques’ Overseas Scholarship Program since 2015, with a more focused mission, and a
reduced number of scholarship recipients. The following sections will outline the program in
detail, focusing on the three eras of the program’s administration: I) 2005-2015, 1) 2015-2021,
and III) 2022 through the present. A final section will highlight the enormous impact KASP has
had on the U.S. higher education system.

Phase I: KASP 2005-2015. KASP was initiated in 2005, as a five-year pilot, soon after
the late King Abdullah began his reign. In line with his vision for KAUST, King Abdullah
conceived of the international scholarship program as a way to support the country’s evolution
towards a knowledge-based economy reliant on an educated and skilled native workforce
(Gallarotti, 2013). On an immediate level, he strategized that a formal and regulated program

facilitating tertiary study abroad could help bridge the capacity gap between Saudi Arabia’s
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limited educational infrastructure and the demands of the expanding school-age population
(Hendrickson, 2010).

In its original iteration, the scholarship covered up to 18 months of English language
education, four years of undergraduate study, three years of master’s level study, and three years
of doctoral funding for each recipient (Andrews & Mattern, 2017). Scholarship students were
eligible to apply to any accredited college, university or Intensive English Program (IEP) in 22
designated countries; however, their course of study/major was limited to disciplines deemed
“most needed” by the Saudi government. At the undergraduate level, students had the option of
studying in pre-med and health science-related courses. Scholarship recipients at the graduate
level were permitted to select from additional fields, including engineering, computer science,
pure sciences, and certain other disciplines such as law, accounting, finance, insurance, and
marketing. Students were eligible to extend their scholarship as they moved up in degree levels
(i.e. a student recipient who started in an IEP could continue on to a bachelor’s degree program,
and then on to graduate degree program(s) (Taylor & Albasri, 2014).

In addition to full tuition, the scholarship has provided substantial funding and benefits
for the recipient, including a monthly living stipend, language training, medical and dental
insurance and annual round-trip airfare to/from Saudi Arabia, as well as special allowances for
private tutoring, textbooks and supplies, conference travel, moving expenses, clothing expenses
and other needs (Andrews & Mattern, 2017; SACM - Saudi Arabia Cultural Mission, 2020;
Taylor & Albasri, 2014). Children and spouses of students are permitted to accompany
scholarship recipients as their dependents and are fully financially supported by the scholarship

program as well (Doumato, 2010).
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A stipulation of the scholarship has been that KASP recipients are required to return to
Saudi Arabia at the completion of their studies to work and contribute their new-found
knowledge and skills to growing the Kingdom’s knowledge economy (Andrews & Mattern,
2017; Taylor & Albasri, 2014). It appears that the vast majority of KASP recipients have
followed through on the expectation to return to their homeland, although there have been mixed
reports regarding the challenges that returnees face in securing employment and little formal data
tracking regarding job placement (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020; Harvard Kennedy School —
Evidence for Policy Design, 2019; Pavan, 2017).

Nonetheless, KASP proved to be extremely popular with Saudi students who found that
its generosity, flexibility, and accessibility put international education easily within their reach
(Andrews & Mattern, 2017). One notable aspect of the original iteration of KASP is that it
intentionally recruited applicants from diverse sections of Saudi society (Allam, 2025). Women
were specifically encouraged to apply, as were Saudis from all socioeconomic backgrounds,
from the “privately educated elite of larger cities . . . to the youth from poorer, smaller towns”
(Hilal et al., 2015, p. 256). There was no age limit for applicants, and male and female applicants
with spouses and dependent children were welcomed without question. During this period, it was
often said that any Saudi student who applied for a scholarship was all but guaranteed to receive
one (Andrews & Mattern, 2017).

After the initial five-year pilot period, King Abdullah extended KASP for an additional
five years, allocating $3.2 billion USD in additional funding (Pavan, 2017; Thomas, 2013). In

2015, the same year as his death, he approved a third extension through 2020 (Pavan, 2017).
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Phase II: Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques’ Overseas Scholarship Program,
2015-2021. The scholarship program continued after King Abdullah’s passing in 2015, but with
significant changes. First, it was officially renamed to “Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques’
Overseas Scholarship Program,” a reference to the formal title held by all Saudi kings (Ministry
of Education — Saudi Arabia, 2020; Pavan, 2017). Despite this re-naming, however, the
program often continues to be referred to in English language media and academic scholarship
by its original acronym, “KASP” or “the Saudi study abroad scholarship program” (Allam,
2025).

The second change was that the number of scholarships awarded annually was reduced
(Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020; Andrews & Mattern, 2017; Pavan, 2017). A number of factors were
responsible for the reduction in scholarship numbers. One major factor was a reprioritization of
the program’s objectives to align more directly with Saudi Vision 2030 goals. In its previous
iteration, KASP was a practical response to the capacity limitations of Saudi universities. As
capacity issues began to be addressed in-country, the need to send large numbers of students
abroad for higher education declined (Pavan, 2017).

Moreover, the scholarship program redirected its focus on using the overseas scholarships
as a vehicle for human resource development and rebranded itself as the “Your Job and Your
Scholarship” program (ICEF Monitor, 2017; Pavan, 2017; Redden, 2016). This new approach
solicited employers from various Saudi governmental sectors to use government allocated funds
to sponsor large groups of overseas scholarships related to their respective fields. For example,
the Ministries of Education and Health signed an agreement to fund 20,000 scholarships for

medicine and health related studies; Saudi Arabian Airlines agreed to sponsor 3,000 scholarships
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related to aviation science and 2,000 scholarships related to aircraft maintenance over the course
of five years (Pavan, 2017; Redden, 2016). Student applicants chosen for the scholarships were
fully funded during their international study as in the previous iteration, but the tie-in to
employment was made more explicit — upon their return to Saudi Arabia the graduates were
immediately recruited for a position working in the governmental agency that sponsored their
scholarship (Pavan, 2017).

Another factor in the reduction of the number of scholarships offered was an economic
one — in 2016 the Saudi government was forced to cut its national budget by 12% due to the
collapse of crude oil prices (Kottasova, 2016). The cut impacted all sectors, including education
and human resources development. The scholarship program was spared, but the push toward
“quality over quantity” in regard to the scholarships further intensified (Allahmorad & Zreik,
2020; Andrews & Mattern, 2017; Pavan, 2017; Redden, 2016).

Another change to the scholarship program was that its application process became more
selective and competitive. This was not only a natural result of the reduction in the supply of
scholarships, but a deliberate strategy on behalf of the Kingdom (Redden, 2016). In 2016, the
Saudi government strengthened the academic standard for the scholarship by announcing new
requirements around grade point averages for both graduate-level and undergraduate applicants
as well as English proficiency minimums (Andrews & Mattern, 2017; Pavan, 2017). Around the
same time, the Saudi Ministry of Education refined its list of approved international universities
for scholarship students to apply to, steering them toward institutions and academic programs

with high global rankings (Pavan, 2017; Redden, 2016).
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To some observers, the changes implemented in the new iteration of the scholarship
program indicated that the Kingdom continued to see the program as highly effective in meeting
its objectives and aligned with Saudi Vision 2030 goals of developing a skilled and globally
competitive workforce to support a thriving knowledge economy (Pavan, 2017; Redden, 2016).
However, others speculated that the changes were a sign that the program would soon be phased
out or eliminated entirely by the Kingdom in favor of even more targeted programs (Allahmorad
& Zreik, 2020; Altuwaijri, 2018; Andrews & Mattern, 2017). This uncertainty was a concern for
many young Saudis and their families who had come to assume the overseas scholarship
opportunity as somewhat of a guaranteed entitlement to Saudi citizens (Andrews & Mattern,
2017; Paul, 2016).

Phase II1: Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques’ Overseas Scholarship Program,
2022-Present. As many foresaw, the scholarship program did undergo another significant
strategic transformation in 2022. The program now operates under a very specific four-track
structure designed to more directly match student scholarship pathways with current national
development goals and global competitiveness. These tracks include the Pioneers (4/rowad)
Track, the Research and Development Track, the Provider (Emdad) Track, and the Promising
(Wa’ed) Track (Al-Mutairi, 2023).

The Pioneers Track targets students seeking admission to the top 30 global universities. It
supports study in high-priority disciplines including science, technology, engineering,
mathematics (STEM), economics, languages, arts, and humanities. The goal of this track is to
cultivate globally competitive talent capable of driving innovation and leadership within the

Kingdom (Al-Mutairi, 2023).
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The Research and Development Track focuses on doctoral studies and research fields
critical to Saudi Arabia’s future economic and technological sectors. These include artificial
intelligence, cybersecurity, sustainability, digital currencies, aviation, and nuclear energy. This
track underscores the Kingdom’s ambitions to position itself as a leader in cutting-edge scientific
and technological advancement (ICEF Monitor, 2022).

The Provider Track is designed to address immediate labor market needs by offering
scholarships in partnership with educational providers who train students in in-demand sectors.
The emphasis for this track is on ensuring that scholarship recipients graduate with the skills
necessary for immediate integration into the workforce (Ministry of Education - Saudi Arabia,
2020).

The Promising75 Track is tailored toward emerging and creative fields such as digital
economy, sports, business administration, public administration, and institutional behavior. It
targets future leaders and innovators across sectors that are key to Saudi Arabia’s socioeconomic
diversification (ICEF Monitor, 2022).

This new phase of the scholarship program marks a significant shift from previous
iterations in both scale and strategic intent. Earlier phases of the program—particularly during its
peak in the mid-2000s—emphasized mass participation, sending large numbers of Saudi students
abroad with relatively broad eligibility criteria. In contrast, this restructured program introduced
in 2022 places greater emphasis on selectivity, academic excellence, and alignment with national
development priorities. Rather than prioritizing quantity, the current model focuses on quality
and targeted outcomes, with scholarships awarded through a more competitive and criteria-

driven process (ICEF Monitor, 2022).
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Additionally, while earlier iterations often allowed for a wide range of academic
destinations and fields of study, the updated program emphasizes enrollment in top-ranked
global institutions and priority disciplines that directly align with Vision 2030. The shift reflects
a broader policy move from access-based to outcome-based internationalization, with the very
explicit goal of producing a highly skilled workforce that can contribute meaningfully to the
Kingdom’s economic transformation (ICEF Monitor, 2022).

The shift of the scholarship’s focus from “quantity to quality” over the past fifteen years
has been significant to another group of stakeholders: the international universities who have
come to rely and even depend on the tuition income of a large, steady stream of fully funded
incoming Saudi students (Andrews & Mattern, 2017; ICEF Monitor, 2017; Pavan, 2017). The
following section will take a more in depth look at how the overseas scholarship program and its
recent changes have impacted student recipients in the program’s largest market, the higher

education sector in the United States.

KASP in the United States

Considering the close governmental alliance between Saudi Arabia and the United States,
it may not be surprising that the U.S. has been the leading destination and host country for Saudi
scholarship recipients. However, the strong connections between the scholarship program and
the American higher education sector are more than a mere default. Reportedly, the origins of
KASP are rooted in a 2002 conversation between King Abdullah and George W. Bush at the
former U.S. president’s ranch in Crawford, Texas (Rizvi, 2013). It is said that the two leaders

agreed that such an educational program would be in good diplomatic interest as tensions were
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high in both countries since the revelation that 15 of the 19 hijackers in the September 11, 2001
terrorist attacks were Saudi Arabian citizens (Knickmeyer, 2012). It is safe to assume that
President Bush also envisioned significant economic benefits from U.S. participation in the
program as tuition dollars from international students are an important source of revenue for
American colleges and universities (Thomas, 2013). According to data from the U.S. Department
of Commerce and the Institute for International Education, the overall international student
community contributed $44.7 billion to the U.S. economy in 2018 (Institute of International
Education, 2019b).

The launch of KASP in 2005 triggered an immediate and significant increase in the
number of international students from Saudi Arabia studying at U.S. colleges and universities.
Prior to 2006/07, Saudi Arabia was not on the list of the top 20 countries sending students to the
U.S. and only a few thousand Saudis studied abroad in the U.S. each year (Institute of
International Education, 2006). Between 2006-2007, Saudi Arabia saw a 128.7% increase in the
number of students it sent to the U.S., pushing its ranking up to #13 on the list of top-sending
countries (Institute of International Education, 2007). In the ten years that followed, Saudi
enrollments at U.S. higher education institutions soared, with double-digit percent increases
reported each year (ICEF Monitor, 2017). Enrollments from Saudi Arabia peaked during the

2015-2016 academic year, when 61,287 Saudi students were reported to be studying in the U.S..
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That year, the country also reached its peak in the #3 spot on the ranking list of sending
countries® (Institute of International Education, 2016b).

Initially, the impact was felt by Intensive English Programs (IEPs) in the U.S. (Redden,
Elizabeth, 2016)(Redden, 2016). Later, the bulk of scholarship enrollments shifted toward
undergraduate and graduate degree programs. 2018 statistics show that over half of the Saudi
students studying in the U.S. were enrolled in undergraduate programs, about 30% were enrolled
in graduate programs, and the remainder were enrolled in Intensive English Programs (IEPs) or
other special programs (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020; Institute of International Education, 2019a).
Engineering has been the most popular field of study, followed by business and management
(Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020; Institute of International Education, 2019a). Saudi scholarship
recipients have been enrolled in colleges and universities in virtually every state (Taylor &
Albasri, 2014). For many years, California was the top receiving state for Saudi students,
although Pennsylvania and Florida now in 2023 receive the most Saudi students (Institute of
International Education, 2023).

The Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission to the U.S. (SACM) is the diplomatic arm of the
Saudi government tasked with administering and managing the scholarship program in the U.S.
(Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission to the U.S., 2012). SACM liaisons with U.S. educational

institutions and maintains records of which universities have been approved as scholarship hosts

> China and India have long been ranked #1 and #2 respectively on the list; the vast majority of international
students in the U.S. originate from these two countries.
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by the Saudi Ministry of Education (SACM - Saudi Arabia Cultural Mission, 2020). In the early
years of KASP, a high percentage of scholarship recipients were drawn toward enrollment at the
same large state universities or same states (e.g. Florida and California). This caused SACM to
put “saturation” limits on the number of scholarship recipients at any one institution or state, as
was the case with the state of Florida (SACM — Saudi Arabia Cultural Mission, 2020; Thomas,
2013). SACM’s anti-saturation policy encouraged enrollments at smaller and less well-known
institutions in a variety of geographical locations. For example, during the 2013-2014 academic
year, nearly 700 Saudi students were enrolled at Cleveland State University in Ohio, nearly 650
were enrolled at Idaho State University, and 620 were enrolled at Western Kentucky University
(Taylor & Albasri, 2014).

SACM is also responsible for supporting and supervising scholarship recipients during
their time in the U.S. (Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission to the U.S., 2012). SACM requires
students to maintain certain academic requirements while in the U.S., including a minimum
number of credit hours and a minimum cumulative grade point average (Andrews & Mattern,
2017). Among other support activities, SACM encourages Saudi students to form cultural clubs
on their host campuses to showcase Saudi culture and build community (Quran, 2019; Rizvi,
2013). SACM has also hosted a job fair in the U.S. for graduating scholarship students
(Altuwaijri, 2018).

Not all Saudi students find SACM’s administration of the scholarship program to be
supportive (Quran, 2019). It is reported that the Saudi government expects scholarship recipients
to follow a strict set of behavioral rules while in the U.S., and those rules are enforced by SACM

(Quran, 2019). Saudi scholarship students are not to participate in media interviews and are
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instructed to avoid political and religious discussions—a particularly challenging rule to uphold
on a university campus (Quran, 2019). Some Saudi students believe their activities are covertly
monitored by SACM and are reported back to the Saudi government (Quran, 2019). In a 2019
interview with PBS NewsHour, a scholarship recipient told the reporter that his scholarship was
terminated after he participated as a panelist at a book club event on his campus: “They follow
us, and they want to know what Saudis think about the government and about Saudi foreign
policy here in the United States” (Quran, 2019, p. 3). The Saudi Arabian Embassy to the United
States denies that it collects intelligence or follows students, but detailed accounts from students
remain and suggest otherwise (Quran, 2019). It is also reported that the FBI is aware of the
surveillance of Saudi students in the U.S. by the Saudi government, and that the practice has
dramatically expanded under the reign of Prince Mohammed (Quran, 2019). Despite these
challenges, many Saudi students have reported satisfaction with most aspects of the scholarship
program and most aspects of their educational experience in the U.S. (Algahtani, 2014;
Altuwaijri, 2018).

Efforts to formally evaluate the scholarship program and conduct research about the
experiences of Saudi students in the U.S. are burgeoning, but initial studies demonstrate a few
trends regarding student satisfaction with the program, and possible socio-cultural impacts of
individual students and the Saudi nation. The following paragraphs will briefly summarize some
prior research on the experiences of Saudi scholarship students regarding these themes.

Algahtani’s (2014) article, “Evaluation of King Abdullah Scholarship Program,” details
the author’s quantitative study of 46 Saudi students at St. Louis University. The study’s primary

objective was to survey students’ level of satisfaction with the quality and service of SACM’s
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administration of KASP and the program’s ability to help students achieve their career goals
upon return to Saudi Arabia. The study’s findings show that most of the participants saw KASP’s
program goals to be clear and that the program itself helped them to be successful in their
academic goals. However, participants conveyed that KASP could do more to promote
partnerships between Saudi and American universities, that the program could do more to
prepare students for jobs in Saudi Arabia’s knowledge-based economy, and that higher quality
service is needed for students navigating the program’s administrative bureaucracy through
SACM (Algahtani, 2014).

Altuwaijri’s (2018) quantitative evaluation of KASP surveyed 132 scholarship recipients,
focusing on a variety of education levels at various U.S. institutions regarding the program’s
impact on sociocultural attitudes and skill building. The majority of respondents reported that
their experience studying in the U.S. increased their level of independence and acceptance of
diversity, changed their global perspectives, and taught them new intercultural, social and
technological skills (Altuwaijri, 2018). 43.9% of students who took the survey reported that their
experience in the U.S. did not significantly change their preexisting views of the Saudi
government or the Royal family and 16.7% of the survey participants reported that they became
more dedicated to the Saudi government and royal family after their experience in the U.S.
(Altuwaijri, 2018). In regard to religion, 29.5% of the respondents believed that studying in
American universities had no influence on their perspective of Islam, while 21.2% of the survey
participants believed that studying in the United States made them more conservative in their
view of Islam. Only 12.1% of the students felt that their view of Islam changed to be more

liberal.
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These findings echo the results of a quantitative survey by Hilal et al. (2015) in which
1000 KASP recipients were interviewed worldwide. In the 2015 study, 63% of survey
respondents did not agree that increased interactions with people coming from different religions
and backgrounds in the host countries would affect their personal cultural identity (Hilal et al.,
2015). The same survey found inconclusive results in how the students see programs like KASP
impacting overall national or cultural identity: “it appears that Saudi students demonstrate levels
of self-confidence when pursuing study abroad for their own personal growth, but have, at the
same time, expressed doubt as to how study abroad-as an aggregate whole for the nation-will
benefit (or threaten) the identity of the country” (Hilal et al., 2015, p. 264). The research of Hilal
et al. (2015) is also notable because of its results regarding the question of whether KASP
recipients, if given the chance, would extend their stay abroad in their host country for a period
of one or more years after completing their degree. 79% of respondents stated that they would
agree to extend their time in their host country if given the opportunity (Hilal et al., 2015). The
top reasons given were “to seek better opportunities for [my] children” and “to embrace different
ways of thinking” (Hilal et al., 2015).

There have been two published studies that use qualitative research methods to explore
the experience of Saudi students studying in the U.S. under KASP. Aljubaili's (2015) master’s
degree thesis, “Graduate Student Profile of Saudi Arabian Students Enrolled in the Hospitality
and Tourism Management Program at RIT”, focuses on the evaluation of graduate student
educational experiences in a university setting. The author conducted semi-structured open-
ended interviews with nine students, male and female, in Rochester Institute of Technology’s

(RIT’s) hospitality and tourism management program. Three major themes emerged from the
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participants’ narratives: 1) variations in reasons why Saudi students study abroad in the U.S. (e.g.
they are mandated to so from their Saudi employer, they are attracted to the value of a U.S.
degree, etc.) 2) academic challenges related to students’ English-language abilities and, 3)
differing responses to U.S. classroom norms and campus norms related to self-directed to study
(Aljubaili, 2015). The discussion suggests that the academic program of focus should enforce
stricter English proficiency assessment before student admittance, provide more academic
support, and add research courses and practical training opportunities to the curriculum to better
support student career goals.

The Future of KASP in the U.S.

The scaling back of KASP in 2016 caused a significant decrease of Saudi student
enrollments in the U.S., mirroring the worldwide decrease. According to the Institute of
International Education, enrollment numbers for Saudi students in the U.S. dropped by 39%
percent between 2015/16 and 2018/19, from 61,287 to 37,080 students (Al-Mutairi, 2023). As of
2022/23 there were only 15,989 Saudi students studying in the U.S., and Saudi Arabia had fallen
to #11 on the list of top-sending countries (Institute of International Education, 2023).

Despite the downward trend in numbers, the U.S. government and U.S. colleges and
universities still seek out and welcome Saudi scholarship students. Notably, Saudi students in the
U.S. were not affected by the first Trump administration’s “travel bans” experienced by students
from other Muslim-majority countries, “In contrast to the travel restrictions the Trump
administration has imposed on several Muslim-majority countries [Iran, Libya, Somalia, Sudan,
Syria and Yemen] with the justification of preventing ‘foreign terrorist entry into the United

States,’ the recent 2020 terrorist attack by a Saudi military trainee at a U.S. military base did not
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result in comparable measures nor a cooling of diplomatic relations between the two countries”
(Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020, p. 5; American Council on Education, 2017). As of March 2025,
Saudi Arabia is not expected to be on the list of countries targeted with travel bans by the second
Trump administration, although two additional Muslim-majority countries, Afghanistan and
Pakistan, are expected to be added (Savage et al., 2025)

Even U.S. colleges and universities that have faced challenging questions about their
collaborations and partnerships with the Saudi government (e.g. MIT) continue to actively recruit
and host Saudi students through the scholarship program (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020; MIT News
Office, 2018; Redden, 2018). One major factor is an economic/financial one; many U.S.
institutions have come to heavily rely on the tuition income generated by Saudi students (ICEF
Monitor, 2017; Pavan, 2017; Redden, 2016). The overall financial impact of international
students from Saudi Arabia was reported to be $1.75 billion USD in 2018/2019 alone (Institute

of International Education, 2019a).

Conclusion

As conveyed in this chapter, the concept of globalization provides a useful lens for
situating the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in a global context. Saudi Arabia’s history, culture,
governance, and current geopolitical reality have all been influenced and continue to be
influenced by globalization’s various dimensions, to lesser and greater degrees. A close look at
the Kingdom’s system of education, particularly its higher education system, shows a country
eager to take part and reap the benefits of a global knowledge economy. Saudi Arabia’s unique

efforts at internationalizing its system of higher education, namely its massive overseas
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international education scholarship program, leave no question that the Kingdom sees
international education as a valuable vehicle for national economic development. However, a
careful look at these programs inspires questions about their value beyond the economic
dimensions: Will Saudis who participate in these international education initiatives return to
Saudi Arabia with the same level of acceptance of Saudi socio-cultural norms regarding
governance, gender-relations, and personal freedom?

The following chapter will further set the context for these questions by exploring one of

the most pressing social issues in Saudi Arabia— the status of women in the Kingdom.
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Chapter 3: Women in Saudi Arabia

This chapter aims to provide an overview of the ways that the Saudi Arabian context
impacts the lives of the Kingdom’s women. The first part of the chapter attempts to explain the
status of women in the Kingdom, with a focus on women’s civil and legal rights and how they
are different from the rights of Saudi men. Significant attention is given to summarize the Saudi
Arabian guardianship system, a complex set of laws and social norms that serve to limit the
rights and freedoms of individual women, and Saudi women as a collective.

Following this, the chapter investigates the place of Saudi women in the world of work
and labor, and by extension, consumers and producers within the national economy. As these
topics closely relate to education, focus will be put forth on the experiences of girls and women
in the Saudi education system, specifically higher education. Regarding international education,
this section explains that a significant number of KASP scholarship recipients are women and
briefly touches on previous research related to female participants in KASP. This sensitizing

information is especially pertinent to understanding my potential research participants.

The Status of Women in Saudi Arabia

Put simply, women do not have the same rights as men in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
Saudi women face numerous barriers to their civil rights, both formally and informally. These
barriers are systematic and pervade all aspects of Saudi society—they are upheld by Saudi
culture, history, traditions, societal norms and morals, religious beliefs and, most significantly,

by the laws of the Kingdom (Doumato, 2010). The World Economic Forum 2020 Global Gender
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Gap Report ranked Saudi Arabia 146™ out of 153 countries for gender parity, based on indicators
in the areas of health and survival, educational attainment, economic participation and
opportunity, and political empowerment (World Economic Forum, 2020). While the Kingdom
has made promising strides in its gender parity scores around educational attainment and public
health, its indicators regarding women’s political empowerment and economic participation

make it one of the least equitable countries in the world (World Economic Forum, 2020).

Separation of the Sexes

The most obvious example of inequality in Saudi Arabia is the country’s strict laws and
regulations related to the separation of men and women in public spaces. Enforcement of these
legal codes is generally overseen by Saudi Arabia’s Hai a (religious police), who impose many
restrictions on both women and men in public (Doumato, 2010). Khulwa, the illegal mixing of
unrelated men and women, is one crime for which women are specifically targeted (Doumato,
2010). Women are forced to sit in separate specially designated family sections® in restaurants,
hospital waiting rooms, and government office buildings (Doumato, 2010). Public spaces like

parks, zoos, libraries, museums and national festivals and events are also segregated with

6 In Saudi Arabia, “family” areas and sections are designated physical spaces within the public
sphere (e.g. in restaurants, banks, hospitals, and government buildings) that are open to individual
women, groups of women, married couples, and groups of males and females who are direct relatives, to

be together, isolated from the male-only sections of the same establishments (Al-Shiri & Batrawy, 2018)
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women-only access hours (Doumato, 2010). Until 2018, women were not permitted to enter
sports stadiums; they are now permitted to attend sporting events as long as they are seated in
family-designated seating (Al-Shiri & Batrawy, 2018; BBC News, 2018). Saudi women have
also long been segregated in society by formal dress codes enforced by the Hai’a. They are
expected to cover their body with an abaya, their hair with a hijab, and their face with a veil
whenever they are in public and/or anytime they are in the presence of someone not related to
them (Al Alhareth et al., 2015).

Researchers and historians have documented that the public segregation of men and
women has not always been a traditional practice in Saudi Arabia and only began to be actively

enforced during the Sahwa revivalist movement of the late 20™ century (Meijer, 2010).

Guardianship System

Beyond gender segregation, the most extreme example of the oppression of women in
Saudi Arabia has been the country’s guardianship system, a complex series of laws,
governmental policies, and social norms aimed at controlling Saudi women. According to
Human Rights Watch (2016), many Saudi women consider the male guardianship system to be
“the most significant impediment to realizing women’s rights in the country, effectively
rendering adult women legal minors who cannot make key decisions for themselves” (Human
Rights Watch, 2016, p. 2). In the Saudi system, every woman has a designated male relative,
who holds legal responsibility over her (Human Rights Watch, 2016). In most cases, a woman’s
male guardian from birth is her father, although a brother or brother-in-law can serve in the role.

Once a woman is married her husband becomes her guardian. In the case of divorce or the death
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of her husband, a woman’s father, brother, brother-in-law or adult son may become her guardian
(Human Rights Watch, 2023). The guardian is known as a mahram (Doumato, 2010).
Historically, official permission from a mahram has been required for almost all critical
decisions made in a woman’s life (Doumato, 2010; Human Rights Watch, 2016). Until 2017, the
system required that women have permission from their guardian to access public education and
health care services (Human Rights Watch, 2016). Until 2019, Saudi women needed permission
from their guardian to travel abroad or apply for a passport and needed the approval of their
guardian to register and access their own legal records related to their births, marriages and
divorces (Hubbard & Yee, 2019). Until 2022, women had to have permission from their guardian
to marry or live independently (Hubbard & Yee, 2019; Sadek, 2022).

The United Nations Human Rights Council and other international bodies have long and
repeatedly condemned Saudi Arabia male guardianship system, but the Kingdom has been slow
to make reforms and shows no indication of plans to dismantle it fully. Additionally, many
aspects of the guardianship system play out through informal practice via sociocultural norms;
even as some parts of the system are reformed through royal decree, women continue to be
restricted (Human Rights Watch, 2016).

Many attribute recent reforms related to the guardianship system to Crown Prince
Mohammed, who enacted the royal decrees related to them soon after he and his father King
Salman came to power (Hubbard & Yee, 2019). King Salman and M.B.S. are also credited for
lifting Saudi Arabia’s infamous long-standing legal ban against women driving vehicles. The ban
was lifted by royal decree in 2017 and took effect in 2018 (Sirgany & Smith-Spark, 2018; Smith-

Spark et al., 2017).
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Legal rights

Guardianship laws impact and further limit legal rights of Saudi women in other ways,
especially around marriage, divorce, and child custody. Saudi Arabia does not have a written
penal code nor a written family law code; its personal law system is based on Sharia (Islamic
law) and relies on religious jurists to make interpretations and issue rulings. For this reason, the
scope and content of Saudi laws can be complex and nebulous. Saudi law is particularly difficult
for women to navigate as the legal system itself is structured in a way that limits the personal
freedoms and rights of women. As described above, until 2022, women were required to secure
their male guardian’s permission to get married; in some cases, male guardians used their
positions of power to force marriages that their female dependents did not consent to and/or
prohibit marriages that their female dependents sought (Human Rights Watch, 2016; Sadek,
2022). Saudi men have never been required to have permission to get married and are legally
permitted to be married to up to four women at the same time (with certain provisions in place)
(Human Rights Watch, 2016).

Regarding divorce, Saudi women face similar inequalities. Saudi men may unilaterally
divorce their wives and can quickly receive a court-issued divorce decree without condition and
without immediate notification to the woman involved (Human Rights Watch, 2016). Saudi
women are not permitted the right to unilateral divorce and face far more barriers and restrictions
in the divorce process. In addition, a woman’s husband remains her legal guardian throughout
the full divorce process, until the divorce is finalized (Human Rights Watch, 2016). Saudi

Arabia’s guardianship system and strict laws around marriage and divorce often force Saudi
90



women into volatile interpersonal situations in which they are susceptible to domestic violence
(Human Rights Watch, 2016). Until 2013, there were no laws in Saudi Arabia that criminalized
domestic violence against women (Human Rights Watch, 2016).

Saudi women face other challenges and restrictions to their status in the legal system as
well. Women regularly experience discrimination in the country’s courts. They are often turned
away from conducting legal business in courts if they attempt to appear without their male
guardian. There are also reports that judges and witnesses question the court testimony of women
based on their attire, and even in some cases, based simply on their gender alone (Human Rights
Watch, 2016).

The legal system is particularly challenging for female activists focused on political and
human rights in Saudi Arabia. As detailed in Chapter 1, female activists involved in the
country’s women’s rights movement have been arrested, detained, or imprisoned by the
Kingdom, often without a clear statement of the charges, often without access to an attorney, and
sometimes tortured (Coogle, 2019; Doumato, 2010).

Saudi women who attempt to advocate for reform at the local level have historically
found little traction (Doumato, 2003). As it is a constitutional monarchy, Saudis do not elect their
national government officials; however, municipal leaders are voted for through infrequent local
elections. Women gained the right to vote and campaign as candidates in municipal elections in
2011 (provided they demonstrate documented permission from their male guardians). 2015 was
the first election year that Saudi women were able to exercise these rights. Out of the 2,100
contested seats up for vote, only 21 female candidates were elected (Tsujigami, 2018). No new

municipal elections are currently scheduled (Ellaboudy & Abdulkareem, 2024).
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Economy/Work

Historically, women in Saudi Arabia have made up only a very small percentage of the
country’s labor market. In 2008, only 12% of Saudi women worked outside their home or were
seeking work outside their home. Since that time, women’s participation in the non-domestic
labor force has nearly doubled, but still only stands at 22%. This means that most Saudi women
(78%) are neither working nor seeking to work (Harvard Kennedy School — Evidence for Policy
Design, 2019). One goal of Saudi Vision 2030 is to increase women’s participation, especially in
the private sector, to 25% total of the workforce by 2030 (Ghafar, 2018; Harvard Kennedy
School — Evidence for Policy Design, 2019).

Most Saudi women who are part of the labor force are employed in the public sector, and
of these, the overwhelming majority work in education (Doumato, 2003; Harvard Kennedy
School — Evidence for Policy Design, 2019). However, there is another significant segment of
the female labor force: women who are unemployed. As described in Chapter 2, unemployment
has long been an overall challenge for Saudi Arabia, especially among young adults. However,
the situation is significantly problematic for young Saudi women, especially young educated
Saudi women. The unemployment rate for Saudi women who hold a bachelor’s degree is 33.5%,
a strikingly high percentage when compared to the rate for similarly educated male peers, which
is less than 10% (Harvard Kennedy School — Evidence for Policy Design, 2019).

Female job seekers in Saudi Arabia face additional layers of significant gender-specific
challenges and barriers to obtaining and keeping employment. Their access and ability to work is

limited by all the myriad socio-cultural norms and legal restrictions described above regarding
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gender segregation and lack of personal autonomy. For example, regulations around gender
segregation and guardianship make simple activities like traveling to a job interview, commuting
to work each day, or flying to an international conference logistically complex for a female
worker. Women who are married and/or have children face further burdens in that Saudi cultural
norms do not support those who wish to balance familial responsibilities with work
responsibilities. There are limited options for childcare outside the home and societal
expectations require that Saudi women always prioritize family obligations.

Other barriers are put forth by employers. Many companies are reluctant to take on the
additional upfront costs of hiring female employees and integrating them into existing company
structures. One cost is the need to create a separate physical workspace for women workers:
separate workstations, a private space to pray and take breaks, convenient restroom access, and a
separate entrance to the building (Harvard Kennedy School - Evidence for Policy Design, 2019;
Miller et al., 2022). Another integration cost is the implementation of female-specific HR
policies such as such as offering parental leave, facilitating childcare and transportation for
female employees, and developing strategies for addressing workplace harassment, and
navigating the firm’s relationship with male guardians, if applicable (Harvard Kennedy School -
Evidence for Policy Design, 2019; Miller et al., 2022). Other companies simply refuse to abide
by national policies and face no legal ramifications. Human Rights Watch (2016) expresses how
governmental practices generally fail to enforce measures meant to support female workers:

“the government does not require guardian permission for women to work, but does not

penalize employers who do require this permission. The government does encourage

employers to hire women but requires employers to establish separate office space for
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men and women and to enforce a strict dress code on women, policies which create

disincentives to hiring women (p 6).
Some companies and employers have been proactive in efforts to bring women into the
workforce. Private companies have initiated female-focused training portals, workshops and
mentorship/networking programs aimed at facilitating female entry into and participation in the
Saudi workforce (Harvard Kennedy School — Evidence for Policy Design, 2019). The
government has also explored additional initiatives including daycare and transportation
subsidies as well as female entrepreneurship programs. As of 2018, Saudi women are permitted
to open their own businesses without a male guardian’s permission. (Doumato, 2010).

The following sections will detail the Saudi education system as it relates to girls and
women, with particular attention to women’s higher education in the Kingdom. This context will
further explain why Saudi women face difficulty entering and staying in the job market, even

with a degree in hand.

Education

As described above, in accordance with Wahabian norms, Saudi education continues to
be, and generally always has been segregated by gender (Baki, 2004). The history of public
schooling for girls in Saudi Arabia is relatively recent. Prior to 1960, only a few private girls’
schools existed, and those that did were primarily accessible to the daughters of
socioeconomically elite families in the major city of Jeddah. The Kingdom began opening state-
operated girls’ schools in 1960, despite protests from Islamic extremists (Baki, 2004). To quell

controversy, a government department led by conservative clerics was established to oversee
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girls’ schools. Known as the General Administration of Girls Education, the department existed
separately from the national Ministry of Education, which only focused on the schooling of boys
(Baki, 2004). The administration of girls’ and boys’ public schooling remained separate until
2002 when oversight of girls schooling was transferred to its own department within the Ministry
of Education.

Despite historic and ongoing gender segregation in its educational system, Saudi Arabia
has almost reached full gender parity regarding educational access (AlMunajjed, 2009). As of
2020, Saudi Arabia had a 97.1% enrollment rate for girls in primary education — the exact same
enrollment rate for Saudi boys (World Economic Forum, 2020). At the secondary level, 84.2% of
Saudi girls were enrolled, compared to an 87.1% rate for boys (World Economic Forum, 2020).
Interestingly, regarding tertiary attainment, Saudi women slightly surpass men. The tertiary
enrollment rate for Saudi women in 2020 was 69.9%, while only 66.3% of men were enrolled
(World Economic Forum, 2020). This statistic will be explored more fully in the following
section which focuses on Saudi women and higher education.

Serious questions arise, however, when it comes to how gender segregation impacts
educational quality. Historically, the curriculum in schools for Saudi girls is different from that
in schools for Saudi boys, “Males are taught about male activities; and females, about their
nurturing roles as mothers and housewives” (Baki, 2004, p. 4). Saudi textbooks and teachers
have been found to enforce stereotyping of women and their role in Saudi society (World Bank,
2007). Textbooks and curriculum used in girls schooling have been found to be updated less

frequently than those used by boys (AlMunajjed, 2009; Baki, 2004). Discrepancies in quality and
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access between the sexes extends to extracurricular activities as well (AlMunajjed, 2009). Saudi
girls did not have access to physical education classes in public schools until 2017 (Paul, 2017).

The Saudi education system also limits girls and women by restricting their entry into
certain fields or tracts of study (AlMunajjed, 2009; Baki, 2004). At the secondary and tertiary
levels, vocational training available for women has historically focused on gaining skills related
to household duties (e.g. home economics and sewing), Islamic studies, teaching, nursing or
basic clerical work (Al Alhareth et al., 2015; Baki, 2004). Not surprisingly, the impact of this
type of educational tracking has severely limited women’s access to the Saudi labor market and
limited women’s contributions to the country’s economic accomplishments (AlMunajjed, 2009).

Female education has become an important area of focus within Tatweer reforms, and the
Kingdom has been working to address the inequality in access and quality issues described
above, especially at the tertiary level (McEvers, 2009; Quamar, 2016). One promising
development has been King Abdullah’s 2009 appointment of Nora bint Abdullah al-Fayez, a
U.S.-educated former teacher, to the position of deputy education minister. Abdullah al-Fayez is
tasked with overseeing girls’ education at all levels (Doumato, 2010). At the time, her
appointment was the highest governmental post achieved by a woman in the Kingdom’s history
(Doumato, 2010).

The following sectio96n will give an overview of how the limitations described above

impact the status of women in Saudi Arabia’s higher education system.
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Saudi Women and Higher Education

In Saudi Arabia, as in many other countries worldwide, young women’s participation and
success 1in tertiary education outpaces that of young men. 2018 was the first year that women’s
enrollment surpassed men at the tertiary level in Saudi Arabia (UNESCO Institute for Statistics,
2018).

But access to tertiary education is not a guarantee for all Saudi women who wish to
pursue higher education (Al Alhareth et al., 2015). Capacity in colleges and universities is an
ongoing challenge in general, and it is exacerbated by a shortage of colleges and universities for
women (Al Alhareth et al., 2015; World Bank, 2007). As of 2014, there were 23 public
universities that accept females, including the Kingdom’s one women-only institution, Princess
Noura bint Abdulrahman University. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia’s public segregation of the
sexes and guardianship system make attending a college or university logistically challenging.
Some universities require that female students provide approval from their guardian before they
are permitted to matriculate or register for individual classes (Doumato, 2003). Transportation
concerns have also long been cited as a barrier to women’s access to schooling. Prior to the
lifting of the driving ban, Saudi women were not permitted to drive, public transportation is
nonexistent, and hired chauffeurs are only feasible for those who are relatively wealthy (Prokop,
2003). Female students who live in on-campus housing may also face barriers regarding
mobility—some universities prohibit female students from leaving campus without the
permission of their legal guardian, even in cases of extreme illness (Human Rights Watch, 2016).
Saudi women continue to face impediments to quality education even after they set foot on

campus. Gender segregation limits access to course offerings, libraries and research labs, while
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facilities dedicated to women-only are often inadequate and not conveniently located (Al
Alhareth et al., 2015; Doumato, 2010). Some male faculty resist admitting females into their
programs regardless of university policies or national laws (Doumato, 2010). Another problem is
the lack of enough female instructors to accommodate this rising number of matriculating female
students, as there is a prohibition against male lecturers teaching females both face-to-face and
virtually (Al Alhareth et al., 2015). In recent years, many colleges and universities have
overcome gendered regulations by embracing sophisticated technological systems, including
distance learning, videoconferencing, one-way closed-circuit television, and two-way audio
broadcast systems (Al Alhareth et al., 2015; Baki, 2004). Some education advocates also
consider online learning to have potential for addressing the transportation and mobility
challenges that Saudi women face because students can participate from their own homes (Al
Alhareth et al., 2015; Baki, 2004).

It is also important to look beyond access and participation rates to consider the type and
quality of higher education that Saudi women are receiving (Al Alhareth et al., 2015). As
described above, Saudi women are socialized toward choosing certain fields of studies and
forbidden from studying others. At the university level, female students have historically been
excluded from studying engineering, law, journalism, pharmacy, and architecture, and are
instead steered to fields considered more culturally appropriate for women such as education and
the social sciences (Al Alhareth et al., 2015; Baki, 2004). In 2010, the late King Abdullah
loosened some of the restrictions on the subjects that women may study, finally permitting them

to study engineering and law (Doumato, 2010).
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That same year, King Abdullah opened the doors to the Kingdom’s Princess Noura bint
Abdulrahman University, the world’s largest women-only university, led by the country’s first
female university president (SACM - Saudi Arabia Cultural Mission, 2010; Sandekian et al.,
2015). Built at the cost of over $20 billion USD, the university has capacity for over 40,000
female students in 15 colleges, including a College of Medicine, College of Science, and
colleges related to administrative sciences, and computer and technology (AlMunajjed, 2009).

The opening of King Abdullah University of Science and technology (KAUST) in 2009
was another pivotal development for women’s education in the country. KAUST is Saudi
Arabia’s first and only coeducational campus where men and women are permitted to study
alongside each other. On the KAUST campus, women are permitted to study cutting-edge
science and technology subjects, attend classes with men, and move through the educational
complex unveiled (BBC News, 2009). The opening of KAUST was extremely controversial
within society, with some Saudi conservatives reportedly regarding its establishment as “the first
step to dissolve religion, its values and its morals” (Meijer, 2010, p. 6).

While the establishment of both these institutions has been promising, analysts question
how much overall impact they will have in the educational lives of Saudi women. Despite its
high capacity, Princess Noura bint Abdulrahman University still offers limited courses of study
and cannot accommodate all Saudi females who may wish to study there. There are also
concerns about how much impact KAUST will have on increasing access for Saudi women to
education and technology. The majority of KAUST students and faculty are foreigners and only

35% of the total student body is female. (KAUST Media Relations, 2019).
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Women and Overseas Mobility

Arguably, the KASP/Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques’ overseas scholarship program
may be the largest and most successful initiative related to women’s higher education for Saudi
Arabia. Gender-specific data on outbound tertiary mobility students is not readily available from
UNESCO or the IIE Open Doors Report, but statistics released by the Saudi Arabian Ministry of
Education show that female students have received well over half of the scholarships awarded
since the program commenced. For example, for the period of 2010-2014, over 62% of KASP
recipients were women (Hassan, 2015).

Interestingly, young Saudi women face fewer roadblocks in applying to KASP, securing
the scholarship, and studying abroad than might be supposed. While female recipients do need to
secure their male guardian’s permission to travel internationally, their guardian is not required to
chaperone their study abroad experience (Allahmorad & Zreik, 2020). Prior to 2019, female
KASP recipients needed to be physically accompanied abroad by their official male guardian,
but this was irregularly enforced in practice (Doumato, 2010; Human Rights Watch, 2016). For
example, some female KASP recipients were able to designate other male relatives as their
chaperones (brothers, uncles, cousins), and sometimes male chaperones did not stay in-country
with the female student during the full duration of her study abroad experience. The scholarship
program has also given female students access to courses of study and academic fields that are
not available to women at Saudi Arabian universities. Additionally, once enrolled in a university
abroad, Saudi women are no longer subject to formal laws regarding gender segregation in their
education or in public settings (although socio-cultural expectations are still in effect, especially

when they interact with other Saudi students).
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A few researchers have begun to explore the experiences of female scholarship recipients
during their time abroad. Sandekian et al (2015) utilized qualitative methods, specifically
narrative inquiry, to learn about the experiences of six female graduate students at a
comprehensive doctoral university in the U.S. Four key themes emerged through the data
collected from the women: 1) challenges related to insufficient English language skills in an
academic setting; 2) differences in students’ comfort levels interacting with American and Saudi
men; 3) positive relationships with faculty members and, 4) general satisfaction with their
experience as students in the U.S. (Sandekian et al., 2015). The researchers’ major finding is that
students’ differing levels of comfort in developing relationships with men in a mixed-gendered

environment is dependent on prior experience in such settings (Sandekian et al., 2015).

Education’s Impact on Saudi Women?

The debate about whether education can be an opportunity for female empowerment in
Saudi Arabia is an ongoing one. As described above, the return on investment for education is
very low for Saudi women, as statistics show that unemployment rates increase for women as
they move through higher levels of education. And though Saudi women may surpass Saudi men
in higher education participation, many other significant elements of Saudi society restrain
women’s rights, severely stifling progress toward full gender equality. For all these reasons,
some analysts are skeptical about the actual impact that increased participation in higher
education can have on the status of women in Saudi Arabia (Findlow, 2013; Tjomsland, 2009).

In describing the educational situation for women in Gulf countries, Findlow (2013)

argues that despite the evidence of female students outperforming male students at all
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educational stages, “...important questions remain about both the scope and authenticity of
apparent freedoms available to these women, and the relationship between higher education and
the state in shaping their political consciousness” (p. 113). Tjomsland (2009) stresses the
significant impact that local factors have on the way societies educate women, and the role
education plays in the status of women in a given context or country. In referring to Saudi
Arabia, Tjomsland (2009) argues that the nation primarily uses education to socialize young
women to abide by the Wahabian cultural norms of the Saudi state. In this way, the country’s
powerful religious establishment can maintain, “a strict regime of women’s subordination to and
dependence on men and continued gender segregation” (Tjomsland, 2009, p 416). Furthermore,
these norms are fully entrenched in Saudi culture and are embraced by many Saudi women
themselves. As Doumato (2010) points out, “a healthy majority of Saudi citizens agree with the
social agenda of the ulema, and would not view the inequalities between men and women as
discrimination, but as equivalence — a balance between the rights and duties of men and women
as prescribed in Islam and necessary to uphold family honors and values” (p. 1).

Despite this, Tjomsland (2009) strikes a more optimistic stand, reflecting on the belief
that culture is not immutable and the Saudi government’s approach at controlling Saudi women
via education may not be as effective as its leaders would like to think, noting that “...there is a
risk related to attempts at educating people to religious and political submission, as an increase in

knowledge skills rarely leads to a decrease in independent thinking” (p 417).
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Chapter 4: Research Methodology

Overview

This chapter outlines the research design and methodology I employed in this study,
which explores the educational and professional journeys of Saudi Arabian women who have
pursued graduate education in the United States. Grounded in a qualitative, narrative-based
approach, the research method centers the voices, lived experiences, and meaning-making
processes of the study’s participants. By positioning Saudi women as storytellers of their own
journeys, this research aims to challenge dominant narratives, particularly those that frame Saudi
womanhood through Western-centric or monolithic lenses.

Given the complex interplay between gender, culture, religion, power, and mobility in the
participants’ experiences, this study adopts a feminist methodological stance—one that values
subjectivity, centers the participants’ voices, and emphasizes the relational nature of knowledge
production. In particular, the study is informed by transnational feminist approaches that
interrogate how intersecting structures of power operate across borders and within institutions, as
well as by Islamic, Arab, and Saudi feminist frameworks that emphasize context-specific forms
of agency and resistance.

This chapter begins by restating the research questions and describing the study’s guiding
conceptual frameworks as they pertain to the research design. It then outlines the rationale for a
qualitative narrative case study approach, details the participant selection process, and describes

the procedures used for data collection and analysis. Reflexivity, positionality, and ethical
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considerations are also addressed, acknowledging my role as the researcher in shaping the
study’s process and outcomes. Throughout, the methodological choices reflect a commitment to
honoring participants’ stories not as static data points, but as rich, layered narratives embedded

within broader sociocultural and political landscapes.

Research Questions
Before detailing this study’s design and methodology, I see it important to reiterate my
research questions. The primary question driving this study is: how do Saudi Arabian women
who studied abroad or are studying abroad in the U.S. conceptualize/perceive the impact of their
experience?
Three related sub-questions that guide this research are:
e What were the participants’ experiences in the Saudi education system and in Saudi
society prior to education abroad in the U.S.?
e What are/were their experiences in the U.S. higher education system and in U.S.
society during their education abroad?
e How have participants’ experiences in the U.S. challenged or empowered them as
individuals (educationally, politically, and economically)?
Conceptual Framework
As introduced in Chapter 1, this study is grounded in a multi-layered conceptual
framework that draws on Transnational Feminism, Islamic and Arab Feminism, and Saudi
Feminism, with a particular focus on Saudi women’s rights activism. These frameworks

collectively inform the ways this research interprets participants’ narratives, emphasizing both
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the global and hyper-local forces that shape Saudi women’s educational and social experiences.
Transnational Feminism helps situate these women within broader geopolitical and migratory
border crossings; Islamic and Arab Feminisms provide critical lenses to understand their
engagements with religion and culture; and Saudi Feminism, specifically Saudi women’s
activism, highlights the unique, contextually rooted strategies of resistance and agency employed

by women in the Kingdom.

Design and Methodology

A Qualitive Approach and Rationale

This research is a qualitative inquiry, modeled after Creswell’s (2013) conception of
qualitative research which situates “the process of research” as one “flowing from philosophical
assumptions, to the interpretative lens, and on to the procedures involved in studying social or
human problems” (p. 44). Creswell (2013) lists a number of circumstances for which a
researcher may find it appropriate to use a qualitative approach (e.g. when a research problem or
question requires exploration to identify variables that cannot be easily measured) and I see my
research as relating to all of them, but there are two that are most relevant: 1) when exploration is
needed to “hear silenced voices” and 2) when the researcher wants to “empower individuals to
share their stories, hear their voices, and minimize the power relationships that often exist
between a researcher and the participants in a study” (p. 48). As demonstrated in Chapter 2, as a
group and as individuals, Saudi women have often been “silenced” at multiple levels, both inside

and outside the Kingdom. Inside the Kingdom, individual women’s rights activists are actively
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censored and imprisoned by the Saudi government, and all Saudi women face restrictions on
their civil liberties via the guardianship system. Outside the Kingdom, Saudi women are
“silenced” in different ways—as a group, they are under-studied, often misunderstood, and
frequently “spoken for” or “spoken over” by Western media and other outside entities. In
choosing a qualitative research approach for my study, I aimed to give Saudi women a safe and
open space in which they might feel empowered to share their voices, stories, experiences and
perspectives first-hand.

The actual (and/or perceived) power differential between researchers and participants is
another concern of mine, and one that will be explored in more detail later in this chapter. It is
important to me that my qualitative research approach allowed space for this imbalance to be
recognized and addressed.

Creswell’s (2013) definition of qualitative research identifies the following
characteristics to be integral to the qualitative approach: 1) the assumption and use of a
theoretical framework(s) that informs “the study of research problems addressing the meaning
individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem;” 2) the use of an emerging
qualitative approach to inquiry; 3) the collection of data in a way that is sensitive and responsive
to the research participants; 4) data analysis that illuminates patterns and themes through both
inductive and deductive means; and 5) a final report that emphasizes, “the voices of the
participants, the reflexivity of the researcher, a complex description and interpretation of the
problem, and its contributions to the literature or a call for change” (p. 44).

Regarding the first characteristic, I utilized conceptual frameworks regarding feminism

and activism (detailed in Chapter 1) to inform my study of the primary research problem, “how
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do Saudi Arabian women who studied abroad or are studying abroad in the U.S.
conceptualize/perceive the impact of their experience?”. In regard to the second and third
characteristics, I allowed for my research process to be emergent in nature, meaning, “the
questions may change, the forms of data collection may be altered, and the individuals studied”
were adapted as I learned from and responded to the research participants (Creswell, 2013, p.
47).

The following sections outline my research design more fully and address how my
approach connected to the ideas expressed in Creswell’s (2013) fourth and fifth characteristics of

qualitative research.

Case Study Approach

This research inquiry follows a case study design. Merriam (2009) concretely defines a
case study as, “an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system” (p. 40). Creswell
(2013) extends the definition by describing case study as “a qualitative approach in which the
investigator explores a real-life, contemporary bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded
systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources
of information (e.g. observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports)
and reports a case description and case themes” (p. 97).

Merriam (2009) lays out several strengths of case study design that directly relate to my
research goals and my rationale for this study as described in Chapter 1. First, she maintains that
study “offers a means of investigating complex social units consisting of multiple variables of

potential importance in understanding the phenomenon” (p. 50). In the context of my study, I
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consider the Saudi women participants to be “complex social units” whose diverse narratives and
experiences (i.e. multiple features or characteristics) have much to contribute to understanding
the phenomenon of Saudi women studying abroad in the U.S. Second, Merriam (2009) asserts
that because case study design is “anchored in real-life situations” it can result in “a rich and
holistic account of the phenomenon”. This strength of case study design is well aligned with my
goal of spotlighting the experiences and perceptions of a population that is often overlooked or
misrepresented by others.

The first action item in case study research is to identify a specific case which can be
bounded within a set of parameters (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). For my research, I
considered each of the specific individual participants in my study to be an individual case
(please see the follow section, “Participant Selection” for additional details about the bounding
parameters I set). For each case, I engaged in data collection, drawing upon at least two types of
sources for each (e.g. interviews, documents, blog posts, or indirect observation through social
media). Multiple data sources were critical as I sought to develop a rich, “thick” description for
each case (Merriam, 2009)

As I focused on several individual participants (i.e. several bounded cases), my research
format is best described as a multicase study (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). In this variation,
the researcher selects multiple cases to study, often very intentionally, to exemplify the issue of
study, represent different perspectives on it, and possibly elicit themes that may be comparable
among cases (Creswell, 2013). Creswell (2013) describes a typical format for this approach as
following these steps: 1) First, provide a within-case analysis for each case, including a detailed

description of each case and the themes identified within it; 2) Next, conduct a cross-case
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analysis analyzing themes across the cases, and building patterns or explanations based on them;
and 3) Finally, consider what assertions or interpretations can be made about the overall meaning
derived from the cases. This is the process I followed in implementing my own case study

design.

Participant Selection and Criteria

Creswell (2013) identifies two primary necessities in developing a collective case study:
1) deciding on the bounds or parameters of the cases to be studied and 2) determining how many
cases, and which ones in particular, to study. In my multicase research design, each participant
was defined as a single case and the bounds of the cases are one and the same with the
characteristics and qualities of the selected participants. My selection of participants was
bounded by the following criteria:

e Individuals who identify as a woman and who identify as Saudi. Although I left open
the possibility that some participants might identify as Saudi but hold non-
citizenship status (e.g. those who hold permanent residency), all of the women
selected for this study are citizens of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

e Saudi women who are currently enrolled or have previously been enrolled as a
graduate degree-seeking student at a U.S. higher education institution within the
past five years.

In order to choose which participants to study intensely as cases, I utilized purposeful

maximal sampling, an approach in which the researcher selects cases that demonstrate different
perspectives on the research problem (Creswell, 2013). Specifically, I employed maximum

variation sampling to identify participants/cases that may be quite different from one another,
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maximizing the potential for findings that reflect different perspectives (Creswell, 2013). For
example, I selected participants who demonstrate different social identities as far as age, socio-
economic status, and marital/family status. I also selected participants who demonstrate
differences in the type of educational experiences they had in the United States in terms of 1)
whether they are currently enrolled or previously enrolled students; 2) what level of education
they are completing/have completed (English language training; bachelor’s, master’s, or doctoral
level); 3) what type of institution(s) they’ve attended (English language program, community
college, four-year college or university, professional school) and whether it is public or private;
and 4) what major/discipline/field of study they pursued or are pursuing. Additional criteria for
selection for purposeful sampling included which city, state or region of the U.S. they
studied/lived in; how long they have lived/studied in the U.S. I also considered whether or not
they are/were recipients of the Saudi government’s overseas scholarship program, and if they
are/were, which phase of the scholarship program their experience represents.

Merriam (2009) asserts that, “the more cases included in a study, and the greater the
variation across the cases, the more compelling an interpretation is likely to be” (p. 49).
Originally, I sought to include approximately 6-8 cases in my written dissertation because I
believed this number of cases would, “provide ample opportunity to identify themes of the cases
as well as conduct cross-case theme analysis” without overly diluting the level of detail for each
case (Creswell, 2013, p. 157). Ultimately, I included six cases, including one case that involved

two participants.
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Access, Compensation, and Rapport

The issue of access was my primary concern as I sought to recruit participants for this
research study. During the period of recruitment, between 2020-2024, there were several
significant challenges impacting the world at large, and by extension, both me as a researcher
and the Saudi graduates/students I was attempting to recruit for this study. The COVID-19
pandemic severely impacted physical access to higher education institutions across the globe
during this time, including in the U.S. Many U.S. colleges and universities, including my own
institution, University of Maryland, College Park, moved to an online-only or predominately
online learning environment through Spring 2021 or beyond. In turn, the number of students
physically studying and living on or near campuses was substantially lower than in the past.
International students, including students from Saudi Arabia, faced additional hurdles as they
sought to start or continue their in-person education at U.S. colleges and universities: local and
global travel restrictions, visa processing delays, and perhaps most significantly, uncertainty
regarding the Trump administration’s drastic changes to U.S. policies and regulations regarding
international students (Quinton, 2020). For all these reasons, many international students were
not able to or chose not to return to the U.S. to continue their studies for the 2020-2022 academic
years, and many prospective and newly admitted students decided not to attempt to enroll
(Quinton, 2020).

In addition to the challenge of a sudden and unexpected decline in potential participants,
my plans for access were further complicated by my own circumstances. Whereas I had
originally planned to leverage my daily presence on the UMD campus as an opportunity to meet,

network with, and recruit potential participants, I was unable to do so in-person as I worked
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remotely for most of 2020. That said, I was able to recruit participants via various online
networks and personal contacts that I actively stayed in touch with. I had remained in contact
with a couple of Saudi women who I had previously connected with through the Maryland
English Institute (MEI) English Conversation Program (ECP). These women served as
“gatekeepers” who helped lead me to participants, whether they were friends or classmates from
UMD or other institutions (Creswell, 2013). I also utilized “snowball” or “chain” sampling
strategies. In these sampling strategies, “people who know people who know what cases are
information-rich” help identify potential participants (Creswell, 2013, p. 158). A copy of my
recruitment flyer is included in the Appendix.

In recognition of participants’ time, insight, and emotional labor, I offered each
participant a $50 gift card as compensation for their involvement in the study. I intentionally
selected this amount to reflect the value I place on their contributions, especially given the power
dynamics at play and the historically marginalized positions that many Saudi women occupy in
both academic research and broader societal discourse. As graduate students, my participants
were often juggling demanding academic, personal, and professional commitments. Offering
compensation was one way to demonstrate that [ saw their time and stories as valuable—not just
in terms of data, but as meaningful contributions to the production of academic knowledge. It
was also a small act of reciprocity and respect, grounded in the ethics of feminist and culturally
responsive research.

Building successful rapport with one’s research participants is a critical concern for the
qualitative researcher, especially when one-on-one interviews are relied on as the major source

of data in a study (Gubrium & Holstein, 2003). Some of the access challenges related to the
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pandemic and public health concerns as described above also proved to be challenges in my
attempts to build rapport with my participants. For these reasons, I intentionally built rapport
with potential participants as early as possible, including during the recruitment stage. For
general communication, I encouraged participants to be in contact with me using whatever mode
they prefer whether it be via text, email, telephone, video conferencing (e.g. Zoom, Skype,
Facetime) or via social media apps (WhatsApp or Facebook Messenger). I believe this flexibility
allowed me to build rapport with them from the outset.

I had originally envisioned this research would include in-person interviews with
participants. But, as my recruitment and data collection process moved forward in the pandemic
and post-pandemic context, it soon became apparent that most, if not all, interviews would need
to be conducted online/virtually. As I began data collection, I was heartened by a quote by Smith
Stoner (1999) in Gubrium & Holstein's (2003), Postmodern Interviewing: “Is rapport online
possible? Absolutely! Rapport comes from being very up front with what you are doing and
responding as you would with anyone. Laughing, listening and connecting are the key” (p. 91).
Indeed, I found I was able to build rapport with participants quite successfully during our video
calls, and in some cases, the online setting encouraged a greater sense of ease than an in-person
interview might have. An example of this is my interview with Farah, during which we both
drank tea, and she relaxed on her couch while showing me her artwork, knitting projects, and her
daughter’s stuffed animals. These casual, personal moments fostered a comfortable atmosphere

that supported deeper and more open conversation.
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Interview Process

According to Creswell (2013), strong case studies are those that offer an in-depth
understanding of the cases presented through multiple data sources—such as interviews, field
notes, documents, social media posts, and artifacts. While my research design allowed for a
range of potential data collection methods, I relied almost exclusively on person-to-person
interviews with individual participants. As Merriam (2009) emphasizes, interviews are
particularly well suited for intensive case study research because they allow for deep exploration
of participants’ lived experiences, especially when firsthand observation is not feasible.

I conducted initial interviews with the seven participants: Noor, Sadeem, Fatima, Farah,
Aisha, Rudaina, and Maryam. These interviews were scheduled for one hour, though several
extended to approximately 75 minutes. [ also conducted second interviews with all of the
participants, each lasting around an hour. All of the interviews were conducted online via Zoom
and all were conducted in English. At the beginning of each initial interview, I asked participants
for their consent to be audio and/or video recorded. While consent to recording was not required
for participation, all participants agreed to be audio recorded, and all but one—Sadeem, who
chose not to be recorded on video due to not wearing her hijab—consented to video recording as
well.

I used a semi-structured interview protocol during all conversations. As Merriam (2009)
describes, semi-structured interviews are guided by a flexible list of topics or issues to be
explored rather than a strict set of predetermined questions. This approach includes both
structured and open-ended questions that allow narratives to unfold organically, reflecting the

priorities and perspectives of the participants. The flexible format also enabled me to respond in
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the moment to each participant’s unique worldview and emerging insights. The full interview
protocol can be found in the Appendix.

During each interview, I took handwritten notes to capture key points, tone, and context.
Immediately afterward, I wrote detailed reflective memos, which included descriptions of the
participant and setting, observations about language and cultural dynamics, and initial
impressions about themes or tensions that emerged. These memos were critical in shaping
follow-up questions for the second interviews, which were tailored to each participant’s narrative
and designed to deepen understanding or clarify earlier responses.

Following each interview, I used Otter Al to generate initial transcripts from the audio
recordings. While Otter Al offered a helpful starting point, the software often struggled to
accurately transcribe the strong accents and varied speech patterns of some participants, as well
as the poor audio quality of a few recordings. Therefore, I manually reviewed and edited each
transcript in detail—listening to the recordings multiple times to ensure accuracy and
completeness. This labor-intensive process not only improved the accuracy of the transcripts but
also helped me develop a deeper familiarity with each participant’s story, tone, pacing, and
emotional nuances.

All interview recordings, transcripts, notes, and memos were securely stored on a
password-protected computer and backed up on a password-protected external hard drive kept in
a locked office. These procedures helped ensure that the data collection process was conducted

with care and ethical integrity.
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Data Analysis Procedures

I conducted manual coding of the transcripts using a qualitative, iterative approach.
Following Merriam (2009), I began with open coding, identifying key words, phrases, and
patterns that emerged organically from the data. I wrote analytic memos during this process to
document initial reflections, questions, and notable points of resonance or divergence across
interviews. In the second cycle of coding, I used focused coding techniques to group similar
codes into broader thematic categories that captured both descriptive and interpretive dimensions
of participants’ experiences.

Throughout this process, I consistently returned to my research questions and conceptual
frameworks—particularly the lenses of transnational feminism, Islamic and Arab feminisms, and
Saudi-specific feminist perspectives—as interpretive tools. These frameworks informed how I
made sense of participants’ experiences and how I connected individual narratives to broader
sociocultural and political contexts.

To ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, I practiced reflexivity during each stage of
analysis, remaining aware of how my own positionality and assumptions might influence my
interpretations. I also sought feedback from peers, colleagues, and my faculty advisor to ensure
that the emerging themes remained grounded in the data and were not overly shaped by my own
expectations. In some cases, | checked in again with participants for clarification or confirmation
of meaning, which allowed me to confirm my interpretations and ensure accuracy.

Overall, the data analysis process was systematic yet flexible, grounded in manual

engagement with the data and ongoing personal reflection. The final themes presented in this
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dissertation reflect both the individuality of each woman’s story and the collective insights that

emerged through their diverse journeys.

My Positionality

In most qualitative research, the researcher is the primary instrument for collecting and
analyzing data (Merriam, 2009). For this reason, it’s critical that I take time to address my
identity as a researcher. My research was conducted from the position of someone whose social
identity is quite different from that of the participants I studied. Thus, I find it necessary to
consider how my subjectivities may have impacted my research. This reflection process is often
referred to as reflexivity (Creswell, 2013). My identity as a White, American, middle-aged, non-
religious, female no doubt impacted the way I conceptualized and conducted this research, how
my study participants interacted with me and how I interacted with them, as well as how I
analyzed and interpreted the data I collected.

Glesne (2005) encourages qualitative researchers to be constantly aware of and engaged
with the parts of our identity that relate to our research. “Subjectivity, once recognized, can be
monitored for more trustworthy research and subjectivity, in itself, can contribute to research”
(Glesne, 2005, p. 119). Both Glesne (2005) and Peshkin (1991) refer to the naming of
“Subjective I’s” and “lenses” as a way for researchers to describe the parts of their personal
identity that may engage with their topic or community of research (Glesne, 2005, p. 121).

For me, two “Subjective I’s” of significance in my research have been my “Female I” and my
“American I”. As cis-gender woman who holds roles as a spouse, a daughter, a sister, and a

mother, this means I carry values, opinions, and practices inherent to these roles as I experience
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them within the context I live (Maryland, United States). For example, as a woman living in the
United States, I have never been required to sit in a women-only waiting room within a public
building, and if I ever were to be told to, I would likely respond with outrage and indignancy.
But in the context of Saudi Arabia, women-only waiting rooms are ubiquitous in almost all
settings, are many times appointed with their own restrooms, prayer rooms, and amenities, and
are oftentimes much cleaner and in newer condition than mal-—only spaces. Most Saudi women
think nothing of the requirement to sit separate from men in public, and it is likely that the
majority would say they prefer it. In this example, the values, norms, and opinions I hold as an
American woman may have made me prone to assumptions and misinterpretations at various
points in the research process.

I had also assumed, based on my American perspective, that women would be
significantly underrepresented in STEM fields in Saudi Arabia—similar to the disparities seen in
the U.S. However, this assumption was proven wrong through my conversations with research
participants in the fields of engineering and computer science. Their experiences revealed that
Saudi women are actively participating in STEM and, in some cases, are well-supported in doing
so. This challenged my expectations and reminded me of the need to avoid projecting U.S.-
centric assumptions onto my research.

There were several other “Subjective I’s” that I wanted to keep conscious of throughout
my research process, especially my “Middle-aged I’ and my role as an American university
professional. I predicted that these would be among the social identities most immediately visible
and apparent to my participants when they first encountered me. My age (older than all my

participants) and my position/role as a researcher and a university staff member, no doubt
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contributed to the actual and/or or perceived power differential between me, the researcher, and
the individuals I researched. Prior to the research process, I questioned whether I would be able
to build rapport and trust with participants who were substantially younger than me and whether
participants who were younger than me would feel pressured to respond to my questions in a
certain way because they perceived me as an older person, and perhaps as an authority figure, to
whom they “need” to give “correct” answers.

During the research process, I did notice elements of this dynamic in my conversations
with three of the youngest participants (Maryam, Sadeem, and Noor) as well as the two oldest
(Farah and Rudaina). Noor, at times, seemed to “polish” some of her responses in a way that one
might do during a professional job interview. In the case of Sadeem, I had the impression that
she may have related to me more as an “advanced PhD student” as she spent a lot of time during
our interview asking me to share about my research process, as she was soon getting ready to
embark on her own dissertation research. In my interviews with Maryam, she was clearly aware
of my established relationship and contact with her mother, Rudaina. Because of this, I believe
she may have sometimes seen me as somewhat of an “aunt” or “friend of Mom” figure. In the
case of Farah and Rudaina, my “Middle-aged I’ was an enormous asset as our shared identities
as graduate students and middle-aged mothers helped us build a strong rapport very quickly.

I had speculated that my identity as a non-religious person might also impact my ability
to build rapport and trust with my participants, all of whom identify as Muslim. Religion and
religious practice are often felt as deeply personal phenomenon, and collective/shared practices
of religion are known to create powerful bonds. Although I am knowledgeable about Islam in an

intellectual sense, I have no personal spiritual connection to it or any other religion and I feared
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that as non-religious, it might be possible that I would misjudge, mischaracterize, or misinterpret
the role of religion in my participants’ responses. In actuality, this “Subjective I” of mine had
very little relation to the research, as only one participant, Aisha, discussed spirituality.

Creswell (2013) asserts that a researcher should not only be “conscious of the biases,
values, and experiences” they bring to a study, but be “self-conscious about how these
experiences may have potentially shaped the findings, the conclusions, and the interpretations
drawn in a study” (p. 216). To better explore and reflect on my subjectivities, I kept a detailed
field journal throughout the data collection, analysis, and writing stages of my research process.

During the analysis and writing stages, I utilized reflective member checks—sharing
some of my preliminary interpretations with a few of my participants to reduce
misinterpretations (Merriam, 2009). Member checks also served to triangulate my collected data
by allowing participants the opportunity to critique or affirm my findings and my representation
of their and their peers’ experiences. Triangulation is the use of multiple sources of data and/or
methods of data collection, and is a useful strategy for ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative

research (Merriam, 2009).

Ethical Considerations

Merriam (2009) advises that “part of ensuring the trustworthiness of a study—its
credibility—is that the researcher [her/himself] is trustworthy in carrying out the study in as
ethical a manner as possible” (p. 234). Creswell (2013) concurs, emphasizing the importance of
qualitative researchers preemptively considering the ethical issues that may arise throughout all

phases of the research process and determining how to responsibly address them. In alignment
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with these recommendations, I took careful measures to approach this study with the highest
possible ethical standards.

Prior to collecting any data, I obtained approval from the University of Maryland’s
Institutional Review Board (IRB), which enforces rigorous standards for all research involving
human subjects. I adhered to all IRB guidelines and best practices for recruitment and
participation, including detailed attention to protecting participants’ confidentiality, anonymity,
and informed consent. Each participant was fully informed about the study’s goals and
procedures, the potential risks involved, and their rights as participants—including the right to
decline participation or to withdraw from the study at any time, even after interviews had been
conducted.

Given the political and cultural sensitivity of this research topic, I was particularly
mindful of potential risks to participants. These risks included—but were not limited to—social
stigma; familial, professional, or academic repercussions; or unintended disclosure of personal
beliefs that might be interpreted as politically or culturally sensitive. To mitigate these risks, I
took extensive precautions to protect participant identities. All electronic data—including
interview recordings, transcripts, and field notes—were stored in password-protected files on
secure computers. To ensure anonymity, [ assigned each participant a pseudonym and removed
or altered other personal identifiers that could potentially reveal their identity. These
pseudonyms were consistently used throughout every phase of the research, from transcription
and coding to analysis and writing.

At every stage, | employed discretion in how I represented sensitive material and

carefully considered the potential consequences of including particular quotes or narratives. To
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support ethical decision-making around the presentation of participant experiences, I consulted
directly with the participants and sought input from trusted colleagues who possess a strong
understanding of the Saudi cultural and political context. This collaborative approach ensured
that my representation of participants’ voices remained respectful, accurate, and protective of

their safety and dignity.

Summary

In summary, this chapter outlined the conceptual framework and research methodology
guiding this study. Drawing on transnational, Islamic, Arab, and Saudi feminist perspectives, the
research design centered on a qualitative, narrative approach to capture the lived experiences of
Saudi women pursuing graduate education in the U.S. I detailed the participant selection process,
ethical considerations, and data collection methods, including the use of Otter Al for
transcription and manual coding for analysis. Grounded in reflexivity and cultural sensitivity, the
research methods described above provide a strong foundation for the participant narratives and

analysis presented in the chapters that follow.
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Chapter 5: Case Study #1: Noor

Driven by a commitment to high achievement

“My goal is whatever I end up doing, I want to be one of the best. [ want people, when they hear
my name, it’s followed by, ‘Oh she’s the best at this.”

Introduction

Born and raised in Riyadh, Noor is a 27-year-old single woman completing the first year
of a two-year master’s program focused on Middle Eastern/Arab studies at a private university in
Washington DC. I first met Noor at the Annual Gulf Forum International Conference at the
National Press Club during a coffee break. She presented a sturdy and affable confidence which
made it easy for me to approach her to introduce myself and explain my research. Noor has a
strong command of English, is a fast thinker, and is clearly action oriented. Within minutes, she
had expressed interest in my research, offered herself as a potential participant, and jotted down
her contact information. Moments later she was off, chatting with others and working the room,
no doubt making countless other professional contacts and networking like a pro.

When I connected with Noor via email afterward, it was clear my first impression of her
as hard-working and ambitious still stood. Her reply was prompt, succinct and professional—yes,
she’d be happy to be interviewed for my research—she’d schedule it as a break for herself during
her studying for her final exams. For Noor, logical thinking, strong self-discipline, and healthy

pragmatism are the keys to her educational success as well as her presumed professional success.

Family Background
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Noor was born as a middle child in a highly educated and socio-economically privileged
family based in Riyadh. She feels that her sibling order has had a lot of influence on her life
choices. Her two older sisters followed the Saudi medical school path and live and practice
medicine in Riyadh as adults. Her younger brother attends university in Saudi Arabia and is
studying political science. Noor believes that her role as the “third daughter” allowed her to
cultivate a healthy level of independence that she now sees as a signature personality trait. She
describes her parents as not very “hands on” when it came time for her to choose the specifics of
her post- high school education and career path because she felt like “they thought I knew better
for myself.” She explains that her dad was quite busy at the time she was applying to colleges,
“so0 he just like knew that I would just get it, like, I would take care of it.”

That’s not to say, however, that Noor’s parents weren’t fully committed and highly
engaged in her upbringing. On the contrary, Noor closely identifies with several values she sees
as being instilled in her by her parents, particularly the value of education. As she explains:

I really value education. My parents instilled it in me and all my siblings. They made sure

we went to the best schools. They made sure we learned languages; we did English and

French at school and at home. They made sure we did really well. We took

extracurricular activities. They made sure we were well read, like in culture, they tried to

introduce us to a lot of things. In general, they made sure we understand that education is
very important, not just for a career, but as a person, you need to be very educated.

Noor is self-aware of her privileged background and recognizes and appreciates the
multiple advantages that her parents passed along to her and her siblings. Although Noor did not

share the specifics of her family’s wealth or its source during our conversations, she occasionally
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referenced her father’s professional importance and eventually revealed that he himself had
studied abroad in the U.S. as an undergraduate student at a university in the U.S. in the 1990s. In
fact, Noor and her family vacationed in the U.S. several times during her childhood to visit her
father’s college friend—a fellow Saudi who had remained in the U.S. after graduation. It was
during these trips that Noor first became interested in and comfortable in American culture. She
fondly remembers that she and her siblings even attended American summer day camps during
some of these vacations, “In middle school, we would go to the U.S. And if [my dad] found any
courses or summer camps or day camps nearby that were educational, he would put us in.” Noor
is one of only a handful of Saudi women I’ve met who had previous experience in the U.S. prior
to arriving here for formal study and she is certainly the only participant in this research who
attended summer camp in the U.S. at the direction of, and with the full support of, her father.
Although she does not express it directly, it is unlikely that Noor would feel such a close
affinity for American culture without her father’s personal connection to the U.S. Noor is unique
among the women in this study in that she is the only participant who readily describes herself as
“Americanized.” As she explains, “I think I feel like I'm kind of westernized. Well, not just kind
of, actually, a lot. Westernized, Americanized.” Interestingly, despite her father’s previous
higher education experience in the U.S. and her own experience visiting the country on holiday,
Noor claims she never consciously felt a strong pull to study abroad in America. As the next
section outlines, Noor sees her decision to pursue tertiary schooling in the U.S. as a purely

pragmatic one.

Primary & Secondary Education
125



For grades K-12, Noor attended a well-known and well-respected all-girls school in
Riyadh, which is the oldest all-girls private high school in the country. The school follows the
standard Saudi secondary school curriculum but offers side curriculums in English and French
from the beginning. Noor followed the English curriculum, but studied some French in middle
school, stating: “My mom and dad thought it would be better [for me] to have really strong
English as opposed to weak English and weak French. However, they did get us a French tutor,
so [ don’t fully get that.” Noor’s parents further stimulated her learning by enrolling her and her
sibling in extracurricular activities like horseback riding, soccer, science programs, and of course
the educational summer camps they attended during vacations in the U.S.

Noor was an extremely serious student and very academically focused throughout her
primary and secondary schooling. Being known as “smart” and academically gifted has been a
core part of her self-identity since an early age and was reinforced by her family, her teachers,
and her classmates:

I was like in a gifted student program in school and everything. So, I think just being
around, like being told all the time that you’re gifted, that you’re smart and everything,
then people have expectations of you and then you have expectations of yourself.

In high school, Noor’s expectations for herself centered around one singular and focused
goal: to get into Saudi Arabia’s top medical school. She recalls her thinking around this time, “I
knew it was a safe career path. Very good, very respected”. She suspects that the ambition may
have originated from her family’s influence—both of her older sisters are doctors, and Noor
believes they may have been inspired by their mother who often told her daughters that she

herself had always wanted to be a doctor and regretted never having pursued that dream.
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Furthermore, Noor believed that medical school was the most logical aspiration for someone
with her level of intelligence and academic giftedness, “So everyone kept saying that ’'m gifted,
so [ was like, I might as well be a doctor and use my gift.”

Attending medical school meant Noor would stay in Saudi Arabia after high school
graduation, as the Kingdom follows the European model in which top students gain acceptance
to medical school directly from secondary school. Noor did end up doing extremely well in her
high school academics, so well in fact, that upon her commencement she was ranked in the top
1% of the Kingdom’s students for the year she graduated. Noor was offered a top spot in the
Saudi medical school of her choice, but her achievement also won her a scholarship through the
KAUST Gifted Student Scholarship Program (KGSP). Founded in 2008, KGSP is an extremely
competitive national scholarship and talent development program awarded to Saudi Arabia’s
most talented young citizens (4bout KGSP, 2025). The program provides awardees with a full
scholarship to attend STEM-focused undergraduate programs at select universities in the U.S.
and around the world. After completing their undergraduate degrees, KGSP students are
expected to return to Saudi Arabia and enroll in graduate studies at King Abdullah University of
Science and Technology (KAUST).

Winning the KGSP scholarship was a complete surprise to Noor. She had been so
singularly focused on the goal of getting into medical school, she had not considered any other
options. And despite her father’s previous experience with American higher education and her
own in experience in the U.S., she had never felt a real pull to attend college in the U.S.
However, the KGSP opportunity felt too valuable to let go, “it kind of threw all my college plans

out the window,” she explained, “I began to think—smart people can work in lots of fields, they
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don’t just have to be doctors.” She began to seriously consider the idea of going abroad. She
connected with some classmates who had won the scholarship the year before and started
researching the program details, stating “I had no idea what major I wanted to study, but the
program touched upon a point that I really liked—getting a quality education.” Within weeks she
had made her decision and was on a flight to the U.S., “I decided literally at the last minute, like

a week before traveling. I was like, yes, I will go”.

Undergraduate Education

Noor finds it challenging to reflect back and remember the specific details of what she
did and what she felt when she first arrived in the U.S. for her undergraduate studies. As she
thinks back at her younger self navigating such an enormous life transition, she wonders with
awe, “I can’t remember for the life of me, my feelings. I was so young! How was I doing all
that?”. Noor was grateful that the KGSP program followed a cohort model and offered a lot of
administrative structure and support. She explains that she was already acquainted with a few of
her cohort members from her community in Riyadh and she even had a close friend from her
high school in the program at the same time. The group arrived in the U.S. together and small
groups of awardees were assigned to various foundational/preparatory programs run by select
U.S. university extension schools. Noor was assigned to a public university in northern
California. There, she was enrolled in an intensive two-semester English program, completed
prerequisite courses in calculus, physics, and chemistry, and took the TOEFL and SAT. At the

end of the year, Noor applied to and received admittance to bachelor’s degree programs at
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multiple U.S. universities. She ultimately selected and enrolled at a public university in southern
California.

In accordance with the KGSP requirements, Noor intended to major in marine biology, as
it is one of the program’s 16 approved STEM-related fields of study (4bout KGSP, 2025).
During her freshmen year, she took a mix of major-required courses and general education
electives in economics, political science, and history. Ultimately, it was these elective courses in
the social sciences that ended up having a profound impact on Noor, significantly changing her
academic trajectory and ultimately her career goals. One class, an interdisciplinary social
sciences elective focusing on the history of humankind from the beginning of time to the present,
was particularly memorable for her. She vividly remembers her excitement at learning all the
possibilities that come from considering one topic from the vantage of multiple disciplines. She
later went on to take additional courses in history, anthropology, sociology, and political science,
but it was her experience in an introductory international relations class that sealed her
commitment to the social sciences, “I took Intro to International Relations. 1 loved that class so
much I immediately changed my major to political science”. She also eventually added a second
major, history, as well as a minor in Middle Eastern studies. Noor explains that the choice to add
the minor was mainly practical, “most of my history and political science courses were focused
on the Middle East so I just had to add one more class to meet the requirements for the Middle
Eastern studies minor”.

Like her decision to accept the KGSP scholarship and study in the U.S., Noor’s decision
on her undergraduate majors and minor seems to have been entirely self-directed. She does not

mention requesting input from her parents or even from the KGSP administration. When I asked
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her about how she navigated around the KGSP program requirements about majoring in a
STEM-focused discipline and continuing to a STEM graduate program at KAUST, Noor simply
gave a nonchalant shrug, “I found a loophole,” she simply said: “Anyone after me who did the
same thing [graduate with a non-STEM degree] would be kicked out of the scholarship”. She is
clearly proud of her negotiation savviness, “I figured it out, and I think I did well for myself,”
adding with a confident smile and laugh, “...and that’s why I’m considering pursuing law
school.”

I was curious about Noor’s impressions of the United States and whether she thought her
previous experience as a tourist/visitor helped her acclimate faster to student life at an American
university. As she recounts it, there wasn’t much about the transition to the U.S. that surprised or
challenged her. Academically, she recalls being really surprised about how differently calculus is
taught in the U.S. than how she learned at home. Culturally, though, she says not much surprised
her, “I wasn’t that much shocked, because I’ve been in similar situations. So, it wasn’t quite new
to me”. She further explains that her familiarity with Western and American media helped her
feel comfortable the moment she landed in northern California:

Most of the stuff I was already familiar with... like Berkeley, the Bay area. Like, 'm

kind of westernized because I read a lot, mostly Western or American books, and watch

movies and stuff. So, I was kind of familiar with the pop culture in American. And the
history as well, like the Black Panthers in Oakland and stuff. So, I was kind of familiar
with the area and everything already.

One issue that did surprise and intrigue Noor and her Saudi classmates was the crime rate

in America. She explains that during her preparatory-year program, she lived near a street with a
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high incidence of violent crimes, “We would get alarms about shootings every other day. When [
think back on it now, I’'m like ‘whoa, that was weird’. But at the time it didn’t feel like, like a
cultural shock or anything like that. We were just like, we were teenagers, and we were like, oh
my god, that’s so cool.”

According to Noor, she had a lot of autonomy in where and how she chose to live once
she arrived in the U.S.; with little to no oversight from her parents or the KGSP administration.
She explains that several other students from her KGSP cohort ended up attending the same
university as her in southern California, and many of them stuck together as close friends and
eventually off-campus roommates:

We all lived together in the dorms during the summer we arrived in [southern California]

for the pre-college bridge program. And because it’s a public university, the dorms are

not as good as other dorms. So, one of my friends who I had known from high school and

I decided to live in an apartment outside of campus because it was a better situation for

us. And we did live together, I think for a year or two, then we each got our own

apartment.

I asked Noor if she preferred living alone, but she professed to preferring living with a
roommate. She explains that the only reason she and her friend eventually decided to get their
own apartments is because their respective parents and siblings and other family members visited
them frequently, “Everyone wanted to visit, of course, because it’s California,” she says matter-
of-factly. Indeed, Noor shares that her entire family stayed with her in her apartment for two full
summers while she was in California and her older sisters made additional visits whenever they

had off work, “Everyone was there, it was wonderful,” recalls Noor.
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Graduate Education

After graduating with her undergraduate degree, Noor completed one year of Optional
Practical Training (OPT) in the U.S., a benefit of her F-1 visa. During her OPT year, Noor
worked as a research assistant in her university’s political science department. Initially she
wanted to apply right away for political science-related graduate programs, but a trusted
professor suggested she spend some time in the work force before committing to more academia,
“Honestly that was the best advice,” says Noor. The professor’s words of wisdom, coupled with
the start of the Covid-19 pandemic, informed Noor’s next step—returning to Saudi Arabia to
look for work. She feels fortunate that she was able to find a good job related to her field rather
quickly. Over the following three years, she worked in two different positions that made use of
her international relations education. Noor believes that these three years of employment in her
home country were extremely beneficial in helping her learn about the job market, learn what
types of jobs exist in her field, and explore her options: “I’m very grateful for the time it enabled
me to build a network and connections back home, and even with international companies”.

At the same time, Noor continued strategizing her plan for graduate school, “I still knew I
wanted to do a master’s degree, but I didn’t know exactly what kind of master’s program I
wanted”. Noor’s decision-making process on this matter followed the same pragmatic and
logical approach she has come to embrace for herself. For example, she knew didn’t want to
pigeonhole herself in a graduate program that was overly specialized, so she researched
programs like international relations and Middle Eastern and Arab studies that are

interdisciplinary and can be applied to multiple different career paths. She was also upfront with
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herself about where she wanted to get her degree from and why, and whether she was willing to
return to the U.S. again for graduate school. If she were to return to the U.S., Noor would no
longer be part of a governmental scholarship program this time around; she and her family would
be paying her tuition and expenses themselves. Given all these factors, Noor decided that getting
accepted into world-recognized top graduate program was imperative to her:
I didn’t think it was worth it to get a degree and travel again and live abroad again if it
wasn’t from a top program. [ know it sounds elitist, but it’s not about the prestige or
anything, but like, I can get a quality education online. I can get a quality education back
home. But these kinds of top programs offer opportunities that are not [available]
elsewhere. You can get knowledge from anywhere. Strategically, I’'m not going to waste
my time and money on something that’s available at home.
In accordance with this philosophy and Noor’s admittedly competitive nature, she took her
chances and applied to only one graduate program during her first application cycle—an
extremely selective program at a prestigious U.S. Ivy League university. To her chagrin, she did
not get accepted, “I know the program was not a good fit for me,” she states, “I just hate
rejection.” The following year, she applied again to the same program, as well as three other
highly ranked programs. She was rejected again by her top-choice program but was accepted into
the others. Ultimately, she chose to matriculate into an Arab studies graduate program at a well-
known private university in the Washington DC area.
At the time of our interviews, Noor was completing the first year of the two-year program

and was very satisfied with her decision. She has only positive things to say about the academic
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program, her professors, her classmates, the university, and living in the Washington DC metro
area.

I was curious about Noor’s experiences as a Saudi woman, studying the Middle East and
the Arab world, in the context of a U.S. university—what was that like for her? She appreciated
the question and had a lot to share. First, she shared about her undergraduate experience and how
“Middle Eastern studies” felt like such a broad topic to her, even though it was designated as a
specialized minor. She explains that she found it frustrating when her classes attempted to cover
the entire region when individual countries like Iran, Turkey, Lebanon, and the Gulf States are so
distinctly different. “Saudi Arabia was mentioned a lot, of course, but mainly only in economic
terms, like the political economy of oil production and that kind of thing,” she recalls. Noor feels
that the “Arab studies” designation of her graduate program seems to be more in line with her
academic and personal interests, “I like that a lot of the literature and the readings we do are by
Arab authors”. But she’s even more excited about the evolution of Gulf studies as an academic
field, especially because Washington DC is an epicenter for the Gulf International Forum, so she
often gets to meet and network with Gulf-focused scholars at symposiums and conferences.

One frustration Noor shared is about a common question she receives from non-academic
people in the U.S. and at home in the Kingdom, “A lot of people when I say that I study the
Middle East, they’re like, ‘Well why aren’t you studying it in the Middle East?””” Noor has
learned to simply laugh off the question, rather than try to go into detail about her rationale:

It’s not just about like, being in the U.S. It’s about the way you’re taught. I really value

quality education. And especially in academia, the name of your institute, the name of

your professors carries a lot. So, I know, like, if I want to get further in academia and be
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taken seriously as a scholar... Even if [ went to a university in Riyadh, I’'m sure I could

study the same material I study now. But if my department and professors are not known,

it’s going to be harder to make it in the field.

As a Saudi woman, Noor is also conscious of the first-hand experience she can contribute
to the field of Arab studies and to her graduate program, both inside and outside the classroom:

I am from the region, so I can give input. I’'m not the only Arab in my department, but

I’m currently the only Saudi. Like, I have that input to give. So, it’s interesting. And I

have a degree in political science, international relations, and I’m pursuing another

degree in the same field. So, I feel like | have enough credibility as a scholar, not just as
someone from the region. I feel like both [qualities] add to each other”.

Considering Noor’s ultra-confident demeanor, I was a bit surprised that she mentioned
needing to prove her credibility. As a follow-up, I asked her to specify why and when she felt the
need to defend her credibility. It was then that Noor shared a stereotype about Saudis that she
often feels she needs to push back on:

A lot of people think that most Saudis are not, not intellectual, that they’re too

nationalistic or patriotic to speak up against the country or criticize the country in

general. But, like, I criticize what I want to criticize, and I speak up against what I think I

don’t like. But people think if I say something good [about the country], automatically, I

am being nationalistic, like I don’t have my own thoughts and feelings about the

country”.

Given her purported outspokenness, I asked Noor if she considered herself to be an

activist or if she ever considered engaging in any sort of activism. Her response was extensive,
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and seemed to follow the same pragmatic, individualistic philosophy she referenced in her
opinions on other topics:
I don’t know. I feel like for me, I don’t want to make a change per se in the world or in
my society. Like, it’s not my responsibility to make a change, honestly, like I see it that
way. Like, what can you do? How do you feel, like, qualified enough to make a change?
What makes you the best fit for a person to make a change? Like, instead of saying you
want to make a change, reflect on yourself first. How do you know the change you will
make is what society needs in general? Actually, I feel like that’s what we need. That’s
the change we need. People should start changing themselves before changing the world.
Although Noor did not directly reference those who may be seeking to make societal
change in Saudi Arabia, it was clear she feels that direct activism is not an effective approach.
She explains the complexity of societal change in this way:

“You cannot just introduce change, kind of like in biology or ecology, you do not
introduce change to an ecosystem and expect the change to have the reaction that you
want. Like, changes happen over generations, and usually they are reactions to
circumstances or to certain behaviors. I’'m pretty sure that people [in Saudi Arabia] who
say they want change also are very proud of our traditions and cultures. And like, it’s
very hard to break away from culture and cultural traditions while still respecting them.
So, I feel like it’s a very complicated process in general.”

Noor is clearly a deep thinker. During our conversations, she explicitly referred many
times to her reverence for knowledge, education, and learning. She explains that one of the best

parts of graduate school for her has simply been having time to learn:
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So, this semester I'm focusing more on, like, knowledge and studying. And working on
learning. So, all my time has been like studying, pursuing topics that [ want to learn
about. Because when I was working full time, I always stumbled upon an article or like I
was reading a book, and there’s a topic that [ always wanted to read about, but never had
the time to, like, deep dive into it. So, that’s what I’ve been doing now. Like yesterday I
took a break from studying and was reading about the Opium Wars. When I was working
full time, I wouldn’t be able to spend three hours reading just for fun. So, that’s what I’ve
been doing this semester.

Despite her thirst for learning and knowledge, Noor describes herself as feeling an internal

tension between her want of learning and her desire for achievement and success. She explains:
There’s kind of a struggle inside of me, like struggling between wanting to learn and
wanting to achieve. Because you can do both, learn and achieve at the same time, but it’s
kind of hard. But like, for me, I feel, like, if I just want to learn for the sake of learning,
it’s going to take a side of me that I don’t want to exclude. But if I want to achieve for the
sake of achieving, I’ll have to let go of learning for the sake of learning.

For Noor, this internal struggle translates into uncertainty about her next steps, post-graduate

school. The following section details Noor’s approach to planning for the future and her career

aspirations.

Work/Career
Noor admittedly spends a lot of time thinking about her career goals, but at the time of

our interviews, she was challenging herself not to overstress about the future. After spending
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several hours with her and noting her confident and pragmatic personality type, I thought for sure
Noor would have a clear answer to the simple question, “what’s next for you after graduate
school?” Instead, she surprised me with a somewhat philosophical response:

“If you had asked me this before, I would have answered you. But I’ve decided to stop,

stop stressing about it, and take it one day at a time, focusing on what I’'m doing because

every time I stressed when I have a plan, things turn out differently. So, I’'m like, no more
planning, no more scheming. Just focus on what you’re doing. If you like, just be very
good at what you do, and you’ll stand out. Stop comparing yourself. So, like, I’'m just
focusing on my degree right now, doing the best I can during my time here, and we’ll see
how things go.”

All that said, Noor does have some concrete possibilities in mind for her next steps. She
is considering the possibility of working as a consultant for a year or two to gain more
experience before possibly pursuing an appointment in the Saudi government for a position
related to foreign affairs. Given her love of learning and academics, I asked if she would ever
consider pursuing a PhD. She replied that she understands that having a PhD is very useful and
she’s not excluding it as an option, but “I think I need a break from academia for a while.” A
more appealing option for her is a degree program at an American law school, as she has found
herself fascinated by a class she is currently taking on international trade. She says she’s
interested in the idea of being a negotiator or litigator, possibly representing Saudi Arabia in the
World Trade Organization or the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). According to her research
there is not currently any trade law programs in the Kingdom so applying to a job as candidate

with a specialized international law degree could be a real advantage, “It’s a niche market. So, I
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feel like I would have an opportunity to stand out, to be able to contribute something different
than others”.

Given all these options, Noor knows she will have a lot of decisions to make during her
second and final year of her graduate program. She also knows that she has high expectations for
herself and that others have high expectations of her:

My goal is whatever I end up doing, I want to be one of the best. I want people, when

they hear my name, it’s followed by, ‘Oh she’s the best at this’. I know it’s cheesy, but,

like, everyone expects me to be an ambassador, because that’s the highest achievement in
my field. But for me, I don’t like to be in the spotlight. Like, I want to be the best at what

I do, but I want a behind the scenes role, like an advisor. Like, I want to be among the

people who are coming up with the plans, not one of the people who is announcing the

plans.

I was curious to know who, specifically, set these levels of expectations for Noor, and
how she has come to internalize them so completely—was it her parents? Noor is adamant that
her parents never pushed her or her siblings toward a specific career path or goal, but she does
believe their messaging around the value of education, working hard, and making an impact, has
been deeply instilled in her. She compares the values she was raised with to those of some of the
high school classmates she grew up with:

I think I appreciate what my parents did in general, because I’ve seen a lot of my peers in

high school, who had a lot of promise, but they didn’t have any plans, or passion, or drive

to continue in something they like, or in any field. I’ve seen a lot of girls who are, like,

‘why should I work? I have money, I have everything I need, I don’t need to be out and
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about’. I mean, I don’t have to study. I don’t have to work. Like, I could just stay home,
worry about nothing, get married, or something. But having been raised under my
parents, I feel like they gave me the opportunity to be, like, ‘No, I don’t have to sit at
home. I can be something. I can do something with my time’.
Noor clearly recognizes and appreciates her parents’ influence and has internalized their values
as her own. She goes on to say, “I do appreciate that. That it’s not just about like, working for
money, you don’t do it for the money, you do it to make an impact, to further yourself, to help
someone, help the world, be something in the world.”
Noor, there is no doubt you are a force. I look forward to seeing your impact in our

world.

Summary and Analysis

Noor, raised in a privileged and highly educated family in the Saudi capital city of
Riyadh, benefited immensely from her family’s resources and cultural capital. Her parents,
especially her father, a U.S.-educated professional, supported educational enrichment and
exposure to Western culture, shaping Noor's global/international orientation. While her parents
were not “hands-on” in steering her career, they deeply instilled the value of education,
independence, and achievement. Noor attended an elite, all-girls private school and was
consistently affirmed as “gifted.” Initially determined to pursue medicine like her older sisters,
Noor's trajectory changed after winning the KAUST Gifted Student Program scholarship.

Though Noor did not initially aim to study abroad, she sees her decision as a pragmatic

response to the unexpected scholarship opportunity. Despite her familiarity with the U.S., her
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choice to attend college abroad reflects significant personal agency. Noor’s father’s experiences
and the family’s Western exposure laid the groundwork for a smooth transition. Following the
completion of her bachelor’s degree in California, her year of Optional Practical Training. and
three years of work in Saudi Arabia, Noor pursued a master’s in Arab Studies at a prestigious
private university in Washington, DC. Her decision was informed by a pragmatic evaluation of
educational quality, institutional prestige, and potential for impact. She finds satisfaction from
learning and academic inquiry, though she grapples with the tension between “learning for
learning’s sake” and the pursuit of success.

Noor is contemplating various career paths: governmental roles, law school, or
consultancy. Her ideal role is one of influence—behind the scenes, shaping policy rather than
being the face of it. While not feeling a connection to traditional activism, she views her
potential contributions as rooted in thoughtful, strategic work rather than visible protest or
advocacy. Throughout the narrative, Noor demonstrates a consistent pattern of independent
decision-making. From changing majors to finding loopholes in her scholarship program's
requirements, she charts her own course. Her challenges are often internal—navigating
expectations, maintaining credibility, and managing ambition. She also sometimes contends with
stereotypes about Saudi citizens’ critical capacity, especially in academic and international

contexts. Despite these challenges, Noor is confident, driven, and ready to soar to success.
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Case: Noor

Personal o Age27
e Single, never married
Family Background e Born and raised in Riyadh

e Highly privileged socio-economic status
e High level of familiarity with American culture

Primary & Secondary e Attended the same elite, all-women’s, private school throughout
Education schooling

e Extremely committed to academic excellence

e  Graduated in top 1% nationwide for her year;

Undergraduate e Awarded KAUST Gifted Scholarship Program (KGSP)
Education e Foundation/Prep Program at public university in northern CA

e BA degrees in Political Science & History, Minor in Middle
Eastern Studies from public university in southern CA

Graduate Education e Current first-year master’s student in Arab studies at private
university in Washington DC

Work/Career e Foreign Affairs, concentrating on international trade law

Future Plans/Goals e Possibly law school, then governmental appointment in foreign
affairs

Table 1: Case Summary - Noor
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Chapter 6: Case Study #2: Sadeem

A natural diplomat. Bright, composed, and fluent in multiple cultures.

“I'm here to learn, to educate myself. And also, to help people learn. And you know, I'm here to
share my perspective. This kind of positive thinking overshadows whatever other thought I would
have.”

Introduction

Sadeem, is a first-year doctoral student at a well-respected school of international studies
in Washington, DC. At the time of our first interview, she had been studying in the U.S. for
roughly two and half years, having earned her master’s degree in international relations from the
same institution. In terms of first impressions, Sadeem, age 29, might present to some as younger
than she is—her voice is relatively soft and gently pitched, and her only slightly accented
English is unfailingly composed and refined. At two different points during our conversations,
Sadeem referred to her “people-pleasing” tendencies, and I must imagine that only an
exceedingly difficult person would not feel pleased to be in her presence. Clearly very bright and
extremely affable, Sadeem can make anyone feel comfortable and at ease—she is a natural
diplomat.

But through our extended talks, I quickly realized that Sadeem’s life story and persona is
much more multi-faceted than her unassuming demeanor might initially suggest. The following
sections will detail her unique background and significant professional achievements, including
her deep personal connection to the country, culture, and society of Japan, and her pioneering

career as a Saudi woman focused on a career in foreign service education. Certainly, Sadeem is
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pleasant and personable. More importantly, she’s highly accomplished, independent, mature,

opinionated, and justice-oriented.

Family Background

Sadeem was born in Jeddah to a large and socioeconomically affluent family in which
she was one of eight siblings, “I was one of the younger ones,” she explains. She describes
herself as being very close to her siblings and both her parents, sharing that she stays in daily
contact with family members via WhatsApp. Referring to her parents, Sadeem expresses deep
respect and gratitude to her mother for “always providing emotional support,” and considers her
father to be her “biggest mentor.” Indeed, as will be described, Sadeem’s father seems to have
had an outsized influence on her academic and career interests, but also on her global mindset
and openness to travel, “My dad likes to travel. He’s really into trying new things and exotic
things. And he likes to try different experiences. He’s traveled the world. I can say that he’s
traveled to, I don’t know, 60 plus countries.” Although Sadeem and her siblings did not join their
father on all his world travels, they did have the opportunity to accompany him and their mother
on many family vacations to a variety of international locations throughout their childhood.

However, one aspect of Sadeem’s background that is particularly unique to her and her
family is their close connection to one country and culture, Japan, and the fact that the family
spent multiple years living in Tokyo due to Sadeem’s father’s education and career. Sadeem
recounts that her father’s association with Japan began when he himself studied abroad there in
the 1980s as a participant in the Government of Japan’s Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,

Science and Technology (MEXT) long-standing international scholarship program. Established
144



in 1954, the MEXT scholarship program has sponsored over 100,000 students from
approximately 160 countries to study abroad in Japan (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan,
2025). Sadeem’s father was among the first cohort of Saudis selected to study at Japanese
universities through MEXT, a distinct achievement during a period when most Saudi men who
studied abroad were focused on destinations in the United States and the United Kingdom.
Through MEXT, Sadeem’s father was funded to study the Japanese language and attend
undergraduate and graduate school in Tokyo. During this time, he married a Saudi woman
(Sadeem’s mother) who joined him in Tokyo. The two started a family there, with several of
Sadeem’s older siblings being born in Japan.

The couple’s family eventually returned to their hometown of Jeddah, where they
continued to build their family (including the birth of Sadeem) and Sadeem’s father built his
career. Nonetheless, he remained very closely linked to Japan, maintaining his fluency in the
language, keeping in regular contact with his Japanese colleagues, and bringing his growing
family to visit Japan for biannual summer holidays. As Sadeem puts it, “I grew up with the
Japanese culture. Our home in Jeddah even had a tatami room”.” It was no surprise then, when
Sadeem was 15 years old, that her father announced that the family would be moving back to
Tokyo for his new job—he had been appointed to a high-ranking position at the Saudi embassy

in Japan. Sadeem was thrilled by the news. Upon reflection, she sees her family’s move to Japan

7 Traditional Japanese living space
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as a seminal event in her life, “This was, to be honest, a turning point in my life. It was like, you
know, when God’s plan is better than yours, it was actually, you know, like, formulated this
way.”

Though Sadeem had visited Japan regularly since childhood, the experience of living,
working, and attending school in the culture for eight years had a profoundly positive impact on
her. Sadeem shares that she self-identifies with the concept of being a Third Culture Kid (TCK),
defined as a child who spends a significant period living outside of their home country but
resides only temporarily in one or more host country(ies) (Pollock & Reken, 2009). Due to the
cross-cultural and mobile nature of their upbringing, TCKs often demonstrate increased
resiliency, broad-mindedness, and intercultural understanding (Doherty et al., 2023; Pollock &
Reken, 2009). Sadeem identifies positively with all of these traits, seeing them to be a direct
result of spending a significant part of her adolescence growing up outside her home country: “It
was actually challenging for me to have lived in like, two countries at that time. At such a
sensitive age, you know. But I think it also gave me resilience”.

Even more significantly, Sadeem’s experience in Japan translated into a deep personal
passion and appreciation for the country and culture. Her connection to Japan evolved beyond
being simply via her father’s and family’s connection to the country, and truly became her own,
influencing her educational and career aspirations for years to come. Notably, not one of
Sadeem’s many siblings developed the same level of connection, and she insists that neither of
her parents pushed her toward it, “My parents have always been encouraging, and they’ve never

actually directed me in one way or another. They are very flexible. They’re, like, ‘Do what you

want you want to do.” As the following sections demonstrate, this freedom and consistent
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familial support has been an essential element in Sadeem’s successful academic and career

journey.

Secondary & Undergraduate Education:

Until the family moved to Tokyo when Sadeem was 15, she had always attended Saudi
public schools. She describes the schools as “regular,” meaning that they were not particularly
well-known or prestigious. Other than recalling her favorite subject, Arabic literature, Sadeem
doesn’t have many memories, positive or negative, about these early schooling experiences.
What is sealed in her memory, however, is her move family’s move to Tokyo and her transition
to secondary school there. The most immediate concern was regarding language—at that point in
her life, Sadeem had no command of Japanese and was only slightly conversational in English.
The idea of starting at a new school taught in either language was extremely daunting. But there
were other things to take into consideration as well, namely Sadeem’s desire to wear her hijab at
school. She described the decision process that she and her parents, specifically her mother,
utilized to determine the best school fit for her:

I remember that, like, my mom wanted to enroll me in an all-women’s school [taught in

English] which was a Christian school. And it was a very good school. Except they

wouldn't like it, they weren't so flexible with me wearing my scarf [hijab]. Yeah. Which

is a little bit surprising. Very surprising. And my mom is a very religious woman. Of
course, she, like me as well, I identify with my scarf, and I didn't want to take it off.

That’s part of my identity. So, we couldn't go with that option.

Next, they tried to enroll at a public Japanese high school, but ran into a similar obstacle:
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We tried to enroll me in a regular Japanese high school, which I am grateful I didn’t,
because that would have been another layer of difficulty [due to the language]. And there
they also weren’t so friendly when it came to the concept of my hijab. It was interesting.
Finally, Sadeem found a successful fit at the city’s Canadian international school. There, her
hijab was a non-issue, and she was able to start studies in English and take Japanese language
classes as well. But adapting to a completely new language of instruction in the middle of her
secondary schooling was an enormous challenge for Sadeem. She recalls the sheer amount of
time and energy she put forth during this time:
When [ first went to Japan, I couldn't speak English. Okay, I only knew, like, very basic
conversation because of my travels. I had never studied in English before. So, it was a
very challenging time for me. To have been thrown into, like, an English school, to just,
you know, study chemistry, math, and history, and everything's in English. It was really,
really, difficult for me. But anyways, of course, I continued, and I worked hard. I had a
tutor who I worked with every single day. Wow, for about four to five hours a day, just to
do my homework. It was a very challenging time, but which I'm which I'm very grateful
for.
There were other aspects of the school that were new to Sadeem as well, from the specifics of the
curriculum to the style of teaching, to the fact that, unlike in a Saudi public school, male and
female students studied together in the same classroom. As she recounts:
But it was, it was something, it was, everything was new to me, the curriculum, the way
the subjects were being taught, how, for example, interactive, it was. How I had different

teachers from different countries. Like, it was a Canadian school. Okay, so the
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curriculum was a little bit different from what I'm experiencing right now in the States,
but not so different. So, I had different teachers from different backgrounds, which also,
like, was a learning experience for me. We had PE, like, as a subject, which we had in
Saudi, but it wasn't as serious. So, like, it's when I developed my interest in basketball
and ping pong.
Looking back, Sadeem feels that she was able to acclimate rather quickly to these differences,
though, due to her extensive experience traveling outside her home country, “The only thing that
helped me not feel it was strange is just, just because I've traveled all the time, and, you know,
I've been, you know, all over the world, and I've seen how other lives are and so on.” Once she
got through the initial culture shock and adjustment to English, Sadeem thrived socially at school
as well:
But yes, yes. It was a very fun time. Indeed. Now that I think about it. Yes, it was
challenging in the, like, the language aspect. But other than that, I had so many loving
friends and it was a very, very multicultural environment. The neighborhood I was
studying in was actually mainly Korean, like, Korean families living there. So, I ended up
having so many Korean classmates, but also Japanese. But yes, it was diverse. [ have a
Russian friend who became my best friend.”
In Sadeem’s senior year of high school, disaster and tragedy struck Japan. The March
2011 earthquake, tsunami, and Fukushima nuclear disaster in the country’s Tohoku region
caused 18,000 deaths and is considered one of the costliest natural disasters in world history
(2011 Tohoku Earthquake and Tsunami, 2021). In the immediate aftermath, Sadeem, her mother,

and siblings were immediately evacuated home to Saudi Arabia. Her father, working for the
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Saudi embassy, remained in Japan to support and assist other Saudi nationals. Sadeem recalls the
feelings of fear, concern, and chaos that she and her family felt as during this time, especially as
the impact of the nuclear explosion was still unknown, “It was a very, very, very difficult time
for all of us. Yeah, I think, mostly because of the uncertainty that came with it.”

Back in Saudi Arabia, Sadeem was forced to finish her senior year at a Saudi private high
school: “I was in my last high school year, and I couldn’t miss it, you know?” Sadeem recalls
that there was nothing extraordinary about the private high school she attended; it was simply the
easiest option for her to enroll mid-year and be able to graduate with a diploma. Once her
diploma was in hand, she and her family returned to Tokyo. The city was deemed safe from the
nuclear disaster, and the family was eager to reunite with her father and support recovery efforts
in the country they had all come to love: “It was only natural that we eventually would go back
to Japan once things had settled. And of course, we ended up going back,” Sadeem explains. She
was especially enthusiastic about reuniting with her high school friends and preparing for her
post-graduation plan: attending college in Japan.

Enrolling in a university in Japan made sense for Sadeem for many reasons. Her father
and immediate family would still be based in Tokyo for the next few years, and many friends
from her high school would be attending Japanese universities. Financially, she was eligible for
the Saudi government scholarship program which would pay for her tuition and set her up for
student visa status to remain in Japan. Sadeem applied and received acceptance at a globally
ranked American public research university’s Tokyo campus. The university was a perfect fit for
her, both academically and socially, and she ended up graduating with dual bachelor’s degrees in

international relations and political science.
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Academically, her transition from the Canadian international high school to an American
undergraduate setting was seamless. By the time she matriculated at the university, Sadeem was
fully fluent in English and more than comfortable with North American-style teaching methods
and curriculum. It also helped that she was extremely dedicated to her studies. “For me, I’ve
always been, like, a very serious student, a very serious person, who always worked hard, you
know, and who always wanted to be ambitious,” she explains. When it came time to choose a
major, Sadeem found herself drawn to international relations as an academic discipline. She
explains that when she was young, she initially dreamt of being a lawyer, but her interest faded
as she leaned in more to the idea of professions better suited to her personal strengths and values.
She recounts her thought process in selecting her undergraduate majors:

Okay, so, I’'m not going to be a lawyer. So, what am I going to be then? And of course,

like going to Japan and having to live in this diplomatic apparatus, attending events,

seeing my father performing diplomacy. .. Maybe, of course, I’'m sure it impacted the
way I made my decision. I was very grateful that the school had international affairs. So,

it felt like the right major. I felt that this major, international affairs, would give me a

good background, a good start to where I want to be in the future. Actually, international

affairs is very interdisciplinary. It doesn’t have to be the diplomatic route. So, I was, like,
this is it.

The university’s multicultural environment complemented Sadeem’s emerging academic
and professional interests. As a student, she happily lived at home with her family at their Tokyo
residence, but she had ample time and opportunity to connect and socialize with the university’s

diverse faculty and student body. She even connected with a small group of other Saudi students
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who were also attending universities in Japan through Saudi government scholarships. Sadeem
and other female Saudi students would socialize at monthly meetups hosted by the Saudi
embassy, at local coffee shops, and after Friday prayers at one of several mosques in the city. I
asked Sadeem if she has a sense of how many Saudi students study in Japan and what draws
them there. Her response:
It’s really minimal compared to the Saudis here in the United States and other countries,
but, yeah, we did have a community. I would assume most came out [to Japan] to study
like engineering, science. . . those things of course good in Japan. And I’m sure there’s a
handful also who were interested in the culture. Especially females, like they grew up
actually learning the language even before going to Japan, from anime and manga books.
In sum, Sadeem’s experience attending high school and university in Japan was
extremely positive and impactful for her in many ways. Though her father’s appointment with
the embassy ended around the time Sadeem was graduating with her dual bachelor’s degrees,
and he and the rest of the family returned to Saudi Arabia, Sadeem opted to stay in Tokyo on her
own for the additional year of post-graduation work experience that was afforded to her through
her student visa. The year was a time of immense personal growth for Sadeem as it marked her
first extended experience living independently from her family and her first year of professional

employment.

Work Experience
During the year following her undergraduate graduation, Sadeem explored her interest in

politics by working at the Japanese parliament. She spent time working for two opposing parties,
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an intentional plan that she knew would help her better understand the complexities of Japanese
national governance, “It was the opposition and the ruling party. And I worked with both just to
see the differences. It was actually a very grateful experience I had because it gave me hands-on
experience on politics and what’s going on in Japan right now.”

At the conclusion of the year, Sadeem returned to Saudi Arabia and her family in their
hometown of Jeddah. She immediately began a job search, hoping to find a full-time position
related to government or international relations, but didn’t have much luck. She explains,
“[Jeddah] is a very commercial city. Most of the opportunities there are business-based, which
was very far from what I was looking for, which was more like government-based jobs.” Sadeem
knew that she would likely need to move to the Kingdom’s capitol city of Riyadh to find the type
of opportunities she was looking for. Fortunately, her parents supported the idea of her moving
and gave her their permission and financial support, “I went to Riyadh, I started an internship
and then, just, you know, doors opened for me there in Riyadh. I decided to relocate to Riyadh
by myself and I’ve been [based] there ever since.”

Sadeem’s internship was in the women’s section of an independent national organization
focused on bridging communication in the Kingdom amongst various sectors through dialogues
and forums. Although she found the work to be interesting and rewarding, the most valuable part
of the internship experience was that Sadeem was able to meet and get to know many other
professionals involved in national policy through the organization and related events outside of
work. These contacts soon helped Sadeem land her “very first real job” as a research assistant at
an independent think tank/research institute, one of the first such organizations in the Kingdom.

As she puts it, “My life is all about networking.”
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The entry level position was an excellent fit for Sadeem as she was assigned to the
organization’s robust Asian studies unit. As she recalls:

It was my best time. The learning curve was so high. I was given responsibilities that

were definitely beyond my age. But it taught me a lot. I represented the think tank at

different international conferences. I worked for the Saudi G20 presidency, which was

back in 2020. It was really, really, a good time in my, in my career.
As much as she learned and grew professionally in her role, after a few years, Sadeem found
herself ready for a change, “After then, I felt that, okay, it's been three years and, definitely, I'm
starting to feel the burnout. So, I was like, okay, I really want to do my master’s. Because, you
know, as like, a person in this field, a master’s degree is definitely necessary”. On her own
accord, Sadeem decided to submit applications to various graduate programs in international
relations based in the U.S. She was elated when she received an acceptance letter for her top
choice, a well-respected school of international studies in Washington, DC. There was only one
problem, though—under the revised policies of the Saudi government’s scholarship program,
Sadeem was not eligible to apply for the scholarship as an individual, she had to find an
employer or organization to sponsor her. Not wanting to miss out on the opportunity to attend
graduate school at her dream school, Sadeem took the initiative to “shop around” for a sponsor.
With her acceptance letter in hand, she began approaching various employers and institutes:

So, I couldn't actually apply to the scholarship. And I felt that, oh my god, I'm going to

lose the chance to be studying at [the graduate school]. I was like, okay, what am I going

to do? So, I started, like, lobbying, you know, going to different institutes, to ask them,

asking them to sponsor me. I started with my current job, my employer then. And, of
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course, it was too much money, too much investment. They couldn't do it. And it was
totally understandable.
Through her extensive network, Sadeem learned about an institute focused on diplomacy within
the Saudi ministry of foreign affairs that was actively sponsoring its employees to study abroad.
She applied to the institute and was hired immediately. She recounts how quickly the new job
and her plans to study in the U.S. came together:
And then I heard about my current employer, which is the [diplomatic institute within the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs]. They said, ‘We're actually sending people to study abroad’.
And that's actually what prompted me to change my job. So, I was like, okay, this place is
going to sponsor my studies. I'm going to go with that. So, I went there. And I mean,
even their scholarship cycle was closed, but they, because they saw that I got accepted
from, like, such a good school, and maybe they saw the potential for me and so on. And
they were like, okay, we're gonna allow it. I was lucky in that sense. So, I started with
them, I only worked for a few months before I went to do my masters. And here I am.
From Sadeem’s perspective, her employer, the governmental ministry that is sponsoring her has
high expectations for her academic success. She explains that not only did the ministry agree to
sponsor her master’s degree studies, but they are also sponsoring her PhD studies. In fact, she is
contractually obligated to pursue a doctoral degree as a term of her employment:
The expectation is that I have to finish my PhD. The end goal is to go back and become
part of the faculty [at the institute] and start teaching right away. So, a PhD, it's actually a
part of the contract. Or, I should say, to actually do your PhD. Most of the time

employees don't get a PhD because they don't get accepted into a PhD program because
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it's a very, very, competitive process, as you know. But the expectation is that, please try
to get a PhD acceptance. If not, you will go back and you will work until you get a PhD.
So, you're not actually going to do anything meaningful unless you have it. So, they were
very happy that I got an acceptance.
Another expectation that Sadeem must manage is that she is among the first cohort of female
employees that the ministry is sponsoring for scholarships. She and three other women make up
this pioneering group. Sadeem explains that they all feel an immense sense of responsibility to
do well and be academically successful, as the entire diplomatic institute is closely following
their educational pursuits. At the same time, though, she shares that she finds it incredulous that
she and the other women are considered trailblazers in this way, “The diplomatic institute was
established, like, 45 years ago. . . but only in 2021 do they start to send the first batch of

females? Can you imagine? It’s crazy!”

Graduate Education

Sadeem cites several reasons why she chose to apply for graduate programs in the U.S..
First, because of her undergraduate studies in Japan at the Tokyo campus of an American
university, she was already experienced with U.S.-style curriculum and teaching styles. She
knew that she learned well in a seminar-style classroom environment and looked forward to
ample engagement with faculty and instructors, “Like, the professor isn't just like sitting,
lecturing, they are actually engaging the students. They're doing practicum. They're doing, you

know, different activities. The class is really engaging.”
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Secondly, Sadeem very intentionally wanted to learn more about the American
perspective on international relations:
It's actually why I wanted to come here in the first place. To actually learn the other
perspective. I had the East Asian perspective. And given my background, I do have the
Middle Eastern perspective. But then, I've always wondered about the American, or the
western perspective, which is actually maybe the most important one, given that in my
field, the United States is, you know, a hegemon, at least, at least for the last, you know,
100 years or so. So, it was very important for me to come and learn that. I was, like, ‘I
want to understand the American perspective on things.” Like, ‘Oh, they might, like,
think differently than us’. Or, ‘It's actually similar.” You know, I wanted to like compare
and contrast.
Reflecting on her two years in her master’s program, Sadeem feels confident that she did fulfill
this objective. She states:
I came here, and I can say that I learned it, like, I now know, the American perspective,
which, which is, of course, one of the goals that I wanted to do. How you actually teach
history, how you teach international relations, it really depends on who is teaching and
what narrative they're using, which textbooks, which references. And of course, that's
everywhere. . .
In the same thought, she goes on to share her assessment on the American perspective on
international relations, and a critique of how it seemed that her graduate program on/y focused on

the U.S. perspective:
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And here in the States, it's really U.S.-centric. And it's Eurocentric. My master’s at [the
school of international studies], it was overall very positive. However, I expected it to be
more international, hence the name. But it was very, very, very U.S.-centric. So, it didn't
help to be honest. It kind of limited our discussions, or confined our discussions to such
views, which is something I learned from, but then at the same time, you know,
sometimes you want, we really need to widen up and look at this from different lenses,
not only from the Western or the American lens.
For Sadeem, this realization became very clear to her during the first semester of her doctoral
program, in the fall of 2023. She was in the U.S., at her graduate school campus in Washington
DC, at the start of the war in Gaza on October 7th. In addition to getting a first-hand look at how
U.S. political leaders and American society responded to the war’s outbreak, Sadeem paid close
attention to how her program’s faculty members and her classmates responded. She also became
very conscious of the things she says and does in class, and the ways that others perceive her as
an Arab woman who supports Palestinian statehood. As our conversations took place during late
2023-early 2024, the issue was very current in her mind at the time:
And, of course, with the events that have been happening in the last few months in
Palestine and Israel, the very one-sided view [from the international studies institute] also
is quite concerning. As a student, of course, it's different. Of course, I can say like,
whatever [ want in class. But you know, when I kind of know that the audience is kind of
divided. . . I know, like 50% of them might support Palestine, but I know there's a big
population who support Israel. So, in this case, it wouldn't be so smart of me to engage in

a very, like, aggressive or passionate discussion, when I know how it's going to, what it’s
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going to lead to. So, I don't actually discuss this topic in class. Sometimes it comes up,
but I would, like, I try not to engage. Unless I was, it was addressed to me, like if
someone asked me a question and wants to know my opinion, of course, I'm going to say
it. But I tried to avoid problems. I know, I have many friends who, who, like, are either
from Israel or support, like, Israel or something. So, I try not to just engage with them.
And I'm, like, okay, I'm not gonna open this door for myself. And that's how I see it.
Although Sadeem made the personal decision not to engage in discussions related to Arab-Israeli
relations in the classroom, she still has very firm opinions on the matter, and from her
experience, other Saudi students studying in the U.S. do as well. She described the feelings of
discontent and uncertainty that she has heard and observed from her Saudi peers:
Yes, I know for a fact that many Saudi students are feeling the same, or actually even
questioning being here, and actually want to go back to Saudi just because of this. It’s
actually a big, big, big deal. It's impacting how the Saudis (and of course I cannot speak
for all Saudis), but from my surroundings, there’s a feeling that there are some double
standards when it comes to the American government, and we are not, especially those of
us, we who are in the field of IR [international relations], we're not very appreciative of
that. We feel kind of, like marginalized or even some of us being like, discriminated
against. Yeah, you know, or it been just going to the Metro and seeing all the hate from
people coming in. So, it's definitely a difficult time for Arabs/Muslims. Not even just
Muslims, but in general, you know.
Sadeem reported that she personally has not experienced any instances of anti-Arab or anti-

Muslim discrimination during her three years in the U.S., but she shared that it is not uncommon
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for her to have to navigate bias, microaggressions, and ignorance in her graduate program,

particularly from faculty members. In describing the diversity of her graduate program, she

explains:
It's a diverse student group. Which even makes it more important to have a diverse array
of topics. But we don't. Even the professors themselves sometimes. Especially, you see
this tendency in older professors who are more likely to stick to their own beliefs, which
is, you know, okay, we know when we see it. But I expected more diversity, in the sense
of incorporating different perspectives within the class itself. And sometimes the
professors don't have this international perspective. Like, they would assume that
everyone, like, is from the Middle East, just because they're wearing a head scarf. But
they’re actually like, from Pakistan, from India. I think it is a little bit offensive to them,
you know, to the people from South Asia. So, it is such things that you wouldn't expect to
see in Washington, DC, like, “the capital of the world”.

Sadeem has also found herself having to dispel assumptions that classmates and professors make

about her based on her appearance:
Like, personally, I'm a religious person, I would say. I still, like, wear my hijab, my scarf.
I know many Saudis here don't do that, which is, like, 100% okay. It's a personal choice
at the end of the day. But I don't see any connection between, like, my hijab, and what
I'm doing in [international relations]? Maybe, like, people usually assume since I'm
Muslim, and I look like it, that I would have certain opinions. Like, when I start talking,
people seem surprised. Obviously, I'm like, “What do you mean? Like, you know, being a

Muslim doesn't mean that I will have different opinions than others who are not Muslim’
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you know? Yeah, that's the assumption. I think the assumption is, if you're Muslim, or
Saudi, you might be supporting Republicans. Or you might be, you know, conservative,
endorse what's happening somewhere, or that you might endorse those groups, the
terrorist groups. . . there are some assumptions that get made about my stance and
positionality, about a case or an issue of international affairs.

Sadeem shares that it can be exhausting to constantly correct misconceptions about herself, her

religion, her culture, and her country. Much of the time she feels personally obligated to defy the

stereotypes she knows those she encounters may have of her and her country:
Oh, yeah, of course, like, I can see it in people's eyes here, when I tell them that I'm from
Saudi Arabia. I can see it that, you know, like, they'd be, like, ‘Oh.” Something has
switched off in their mind. I mean, of course, like, there is some negative connotation to
Saudi Arabia, or to the Middle East in general, because its portrayed in the media. And
this is something I understand. Of course, I don't understand it, but I understand that it's
happening. So, when I tell them that I'm from Saudi, they usually, they would have a
preset perception about my country. So now I feel responsible at that point, to kind of,
not change the image, like, it's not my responsibility to change the image or to defend,
but I feel that okay, maybe it's my chance to show like. . . I would want to have an
exchange with them, I would want them to know that, actually, Saudi is just like any
other country, it's not a utopia. It's not a perfect country. We're trying to do our best, you
know, that kind of thinking. . . or maybe not even talk about politics or policy, maybe
make it more cultural, more social, more, you know, engaging and so on. So, definitely, I

feel that this is part of me in the States, part of what I'm doing here.
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Sadeem has also spent a lot of time considering why she needs to explain herself and her
viewpoints, and how she can do so most effectively, particularly in her graduate school setting.
She says it can be especially frustrating when classmates who, as scholars of international
relations, she assumes would have a general openness to global perspectives, simply do not:
Sometimes I feel that I don't have to be explicit about everything. But then I ended up
being misunderstood. So, I'm like, okay, actually, I need to be more explicit, maybe. So
sometimes explicitly, I will just say, ‘I agree with you. Our line of thinking aligns. I agree
with you that X, Y, Z.” So, I just tried to explain myself more. I don't, of course, say
anything about like Islam or anything, but I just tried to explain my case.
Like, for example, many people would say that the animosity, or the rift, between
Saudi and Iran is a religious one. And they assume because I’'m from Saudi, I must be
Sunni and if I meet another person from Iran, who the Shia, we might not get along. So,
to me, this whole narrative is actually completely wrong. Because I don't think, and it's
not just my opinion, but I don't think that Iran and Saudi, the problems between the two,
are religious in any way. They are very, very political, they are very, very geopolitical
reasons, you know. Plus, I don't mind talking to another Muslim who is Shia, like, there
is like zero basis for that. So, it's then when I have to explain to people that, ‘Actually,
no, that’s not true. You might think that, maybe because you've seen it, you have read it
somewhere. But it's actually very, very untrue’.
Despite these significant challenges and burdens, Sadeem claims she generally has had a
very positive experience in her graduate program and in the U.S. As she sees it, “I don’t think the

last few months should then dictate how I felt the other times. Overall, it's very positive, I'm
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really enjoying my life here. I'm really independent. You know, just learning so much and
having so many good friends and yeah, it’s very good.”

Sadeem referred to friends and friendships several times during our conversations, so I
asked her to tell me about her social life in the U.S.. She explained that most of her friends in the
U.S. are other female Saudi students who also live and study in the Washington DC/northern
Virginia area:

I have a few friends here. Some of my friends already left back to Saudi or are going

back to Saudi. So, you know, I'm developing new friends every now and then, which is,

you know, which isn't bad. [ mean, I'm getting to know different people. So, of course,
yeah, I hang out with them twice or three times a week sometimes, especially if they are
within my neighborhood. And we do have a good community of Saudis living in this
area. So, yeah, we would just meet for coffee for an hour or even for a more extended
period than that.
Sadeem commented that almost all the friendships she has with Saudi women in the U.S. were
established only after they arrived here. They are all from different cities in the Kingdom, they
did not know each other prior to coming to the States, and Sadeem does not believe they would
have necessarily ever met had they not crossed paths as students studying abroad at universities
in the same area. However, she feels that the shared experience of being graduate students from
the same country, studying abroad together in the same U.S. city, bonds them together in a
unique way, “Because we're all here, like, we're all very close to each other. Because we’re all

outside of our country, we try to support each other as much as we can.”
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In addition to meeting up for coffee, Sadeem said that she and her friends love going out
and exploring new places around the Washington DC region and surrounding states. She has a
car and enjoys driving and going on road trips. She recently traveled to Philadelphia for a long
weekend and says that she drove her friends to go skiing at a nearby resort last winter. When
Sadeem’s father came to visit her last year, they drove together from DC to Florida. She said that
they had an amazing time stopping off to visit small towns and tourist areas along the route to
and from.

Sadeem had also mentioned “being really independent” as another positive aspect of her
experience in the U.S. over the past three years. When I asked her to expand on that aspect of her
life, she referred to her day-to-day life and the fact that she lives independently in her own
apartment:

I'm still actually getting used to that. And I don't like it. I come from a big family. And I

like, I mean, I grew up with noise. And so, everything seems very quiet here, sounds very

quiet here. But of course, independence has its perks as well. I like that, you know, I'm

having to do things by myself. I'm more responsible. But yeah, of course, I miss them

[my family] every day. It's fine. It's. . . I mean, I'm getting used to it.

Sadeem reminded me that she lived on her own for a year in Japan after her undergraduate
degree so living independently away from her family is not exactly a new experience for her. For
that reason, her response to my question about independence conveyed to me that her experience
in the U.S. has felt different. Despite her mostly composed and diplomatic responses, I noticed
an underlying sense that Sadeem may be missing her family more than she expected. And, as she

continues to process significant challenges related to the culture of her graduate program and the
164



U.S.’s current political climate and foreign policy actions, I imagine that her level of

homesickness may only increase.

Future Plans/Goals

Unlike some other participants in this study, Sadeem is quite firm in her intention to
complete her PhD requirements in a timely manner and return to Saudi Arabia to continue her
employment at the diplomatic institute. As a first-year doctoral student, she is at the very
beginning of her PhD journey, but she’s already given deep thought about how to be most
strategic with her path. Within the international relations discipline, she has identified energy
security as her specialized area of focus, and Asia and the Middle East/Gulf States as her
regional focus. Despite the critiques she has about some of the instructors in her program, she
has developed a close mentorship relationship with her faculty advisor and a few other faculty
members who share her research interests. Her faculty advisor has been helping her develop her
program plan and has assisted her in identifying potential organizations where she could intern or
do practicums as part of her course of study. In terms of her dissertation research, Sadeem is at
the beginning stage of brainstorming broad topics, but she foresees herself exploring issues
related to energy production in the Middle East and energy demand in Asia. In terms of research
methods, Sadeem feels inclined toward using qualitative methods, but she understands that
quantitative methods or a mixed method approach might be most appropriate for the research
questions she is likely to develop. She is currently taking classes focused on quantitative

methods, statistics, and econometrics, and hopes to build her skills and experience in these areas.
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In terms of her near-term career plans after she completes her doctoral degree, Sadeem
greatly looks forward to the faculty teaching position waiting for her at the diplomatic institute.
She presumes that she will be assigned to teach general courses related to foreign policy and
international relations, but she’s also interested in the idea of teaching courses related to cultural
diplomacy and diplomacy in general. After she’s established at the institute, she’s excited about
the possibility of introducing a course focused on diplomacy in East Asia. In conjunction with
her academic teaching career, Sadeem plans to pursue practitioner positions related to public
policy. Longer-term, she envisions herself working for a Saudi government agency or even in the
private sector as a consultant, possibly even in Asia. While she imagines she’ll enjoy teaching,
she explains that her true interest is on “the policy side”:

I would definitely not just stick to teaching. Definitely, I want to work more on the policy

side. I really want to do that. I want to be able to, if I can, break the glass ceiling, to be

able to ‘work in the kitchen,’ as they say, be in the policy making process. That to me,
that's the goal.
Overall, Sadeem is excited and optimistic about her future career prospects in Saudi Arabia. She
believes that her multiple degrees in international relations, as well as her regional focus on Asia,
gives her an advantage in the job market that few other young professionals have. She also sees
her positionality as a young woman to be incredibly advantageous in the Kingdom’s current
socio-political and market climates:

It's only recently that the field of international relations is being taught in Saudi Arabia

for females. So, I feel bad, I've been doing IR since my bachelor's. I feel that I'm one of

the few Saudi students, like, Saudis, who are becoming experts in this in this field. So,
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there's definitely, like, a uniqueness or, like, a scarcity, when it comes to females in this
field. And therefore, I've been given a lot of opportunities and chances in Saudi Arabia,
because first, ’'m young. And because I'm a female. Especially that now more female
empowerment is happening around the country. So, I've always been privileged to, to
have been, like, you know, to be young and female and doing something that is somehow
unique. I’'m also doing East Asia, when most of the focus in Saudi [had been] about, like,

America, the United States, Europe. And, then recently, they've been interested in East

Asia. So, I was kind of, you know, doing all these three things. So, I was given a lot of

opportunities to, to work in the field. So, I'm like, I feel that I'm very grateful to have to

have this connection between me being a female and my field.

As a first-year doctoral student, Sadeem still has several more years to spend in the U.S.
before she completes her degree. Knowing this, I asked her if she expects she’ll have any
“reverse culture shock™ when she returns to live and work permanently in the Kingdom. As an
experienced Third Culture Kid, she says she’s aware of and prepared for the inevitably of this:

Oh, of course, of course, I'm anticipating to have a culture shock, that's for sure. Like, I'd

be lying if I said otherwise. And I think it's the case for anyone who goes abroad and

lives, like, in this in a different culture, you know, for so long. Of course, like, I have
embraced some of the culture here and maybe I embrace some of the values here, some
of them that exist here and some of them don't exist back home. So, this definitely would
be an observation in my case. Not necessarily negative or positive, but it's a change for

sure.
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Sadeem continued on, reflecting on the personal changes she noticed within herself when she
returned to Saudi Arabia after her time living in Japan, and how she believes she may observe
similar changes after she returns from the U.S.:

I can really see it, you know. . . the way I think, the mentality shift, the way I think, I see

things, sometimes it's not consistent with how sometimes some my siblings or my

cousins back home see things, you know. So, I think I will notice these changes for sure.

But then, you know, of course, I lived in Saudi before, and I basically grew up there. So,

with your country, it is a little bit different, like you get accustomed back much more

quickly.

Although she is at the beginning of her doctoral education journey and it’s early in her
stay living and studying in the U.S., Sadeem seems generally quite confident in how she will
navigate both her short-term and longer-term life plans. Though she expressed some frustration
and critique toward her graduate program and some concerns about the current socio-political
climate in the U.S. and American foreign policy, she is optimistic about her immediate future, as
well as future career prospects when she returns to the Kingdom. She ended our conversations
with a final reflection, a confirmation of the reasons she chose to study in America, and a
reiteration of her commitment to diplomacy, even if it’s only at the person-to-person level:

But you know, it's like, I know, I'm here for a bit, for a bigger cause. I'm here actually for

a good cause. I'm here to learn, to educate myself. And also to help people learn. And you

know, I'm here to share my perspective. This kind of positive thinking overshadows

whatever other thought I would have.
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Clearly, Sadeem is a bright young woman with a bright outlook and a bright future. Sadeem,

please keep on shining.

Summary and Analysis

Sadeem, born in Jeddah into a large, affluent, and globally oriented family, was raised in
an environment rich in cultural capital. Her father’s deep ties to Japan—including his education,
career, and passion for travel—profoundly shaped her trajectory. While her parents provided
moral and emotional support, they allowed her significant freedom in choosing her academic and
career paths. Her father, especially, served as a mentor and model, embedding values of
diplomacy, cultural openness, and exploration.

Sadeem’s education spans three continents. She began in Saudi public schools, moved to
Tokyo at age 15, pursued her first three years of high school at a Canadian international school in
Japan, returned for her final high school year in Saudi Arabia, and earned dual bachelor’s
degrees in political science and international relations at an American university's Tokyo
campus. Later, she completed a master’s in international relations at a top U.S. graduate school,
where she is now pursuing a PhD. She credits her success to self-discipline, resilience, and
cultural adaptability. Initially intimidated by the language barrier and cultural shifts, Sadeem
invested years in tutoring and learning, eventually thriving in English-language and multicultural
educational settings.

Sadeem’s decision to remain in Japan for university as well as one post-graduate year
working and later study in the U.S. was driven by personal interest and strategic career planning.

Her familiarity with other countries’ systems—especially Japanese and American—made her a
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prime candidate for cross-cultural diplomacy. When new restrictions to the Saudi scholarship
program became a barrier, she independently sought institutional sponsorship, demonstrating
significant agency. Sadeem is highly engaged in her doctoral studies and has formed close
mentorship relationships with faculty, especially in her area of focus: energy security and Saudi-
Asia diplomacy. Despite this, she critiques the Eurocentric and U.S.-centric nature of her
graduate curriculum, noting the lack of diverse and inclusive perspectives—especially in
response to global events like the Gaza war. Her awareness of bias in academic spaces has
shaped a cautious, strategic approach to classroom participation and discourse.

Sadeem is employed by a diplomatic institute under Saudi Arabia’s Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, which is sponsoring her PhD. She is part of the institute’s first female-sponsored cohort,
and she sees her teaching role there as the beginning of a broader public policy and diplomacy
career. Her long-term goals include shaping Saudi foreign policy and increasing engagement
with East Asia. Sadeem expresses a desire to “work in the kitchen” of policymaking—signaling
her commitment to substantive, behind-the-scenes influence. Sadeem exemplifies pragmatic
agency: strategically pursuing opportunities, pushing through systemic constraints, and asserting
control over her narrative. Her independence—living independently as a student and young
professional in Japan, moving from Jeddah to Riyadh alone to seek work, lobbying for her
scholarship, and choosing a distinct academic and geographic path—sets her apart from the
average Saudi woman. Yet she contends with persistent challenges: microaggressions,
stereotypes, politicized classroom dynamics, and cultural bias. Still, she refuses to be deterred,
positioning herself as a subtle but powerful force for cross-cultural understanding.

Case: Sadeem
170



Personal o Age?29
e Single
Family Background e Born in Jeddah

At age 15, moved to Tokyo, Japan with family

Primary & Secondary
Education

Public primary schools in Saudi Arabia until age 15

Three years of high school in Tokyo; one year of private high
school in Saudi Arabia

Undergraduate
Education

Bachelor’s degrees in political science and international
relations from a private U.S. university’s Tokyo campus

Graduate Education

Master’s degree in international relations from school of
international studies in Washington, DC

Current first year PhD student in international relations at same
institution where she graduated with her master’s

Work/Career

Employed by a diplomatic institute in Saudi Arabia’s ministry
of foreign affairs

Future Plans/Goals

Committed to return to her job at the conclusion of her PhD
Long-term: interest in government or private-sector
employment related to policymaking, energy security, or
international relations, specifically in regard to Saudi-Asia
diplomacy

Table 2: Case Summary - Sadeem
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Chapter 7: Case Study #3: Fatima

An engineer who makes her own choices and goes at her own pace

The first time I was exposed to the idea of, like, engineering or STEM not being popular amongst
females was here [in the U.S.]. The idea was very foreign to me.

Introduction

Fatima is a 29-year-old graduate student in engineering at a public research university in
Chicago. After completing her master’s degree at the same university, she applied to and joined
her department’s PhD program and at the time of her interviews was a second-year doctoral
student. Fatima’s personality is laid back compared to some of the other participants I met with.
She comes across as friendly, easy-going, and comfortable in her own skin. While she’s clearly
focused on her academics and her future career plans, she also demonstrated to me that she has a
vibrant and rewarding life outside of her graduate-student persona.

My conversations with Fatima were casual and easy. We had a good laugh and built
rapport on our second Zoom call when we both logged on and realized we were wearing the
same exact outfit in different colors. Although she did not go into great depth about many
personal issues, Fatima was the only participant to speak somewhat candidly to me about socio-
economic dynamics in Saudi society. She also shared her unique perspective as a woman in a
STEM field, and how that label looks and feels different to her depending on whether she’s in

the societal context of the U.S. or Saudi Arabia.

Family Background
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Born in Jeddah, Fatima is the eldest child in a family of many siblings. Although her
family spent some time living in Riyadh during her early childhood, the household is firmly
based in Jeddah. As will be discussed more fully in the next section, Fatima is one of the only
participants in this study who openly shared about her family’s socioeconomic status. She
describes her family as middle class/upper middle class and shared that her father works as an
engineer.

In the four years she’s been studying in the U.S., Fatima has returned home to stay with
her family for a couple of weeks at least once per year. She describes having a positive
relationship with her family and communicates with her parents at least once a week. Fatima
shares that her father is especially supportive of her studying abroad and pursuing her PhD. He
had been encouraging her to pursue the governmental scholarship program for several years and,
“now he’s really happy that I’'m getting my PhD,” she says. On the other hand, Fatima says that
her mother is more ambivalent about her daughter’s educational choices and would probably
rather have Fatima closer to home. This is especially apparent when Fatima calls home to vent
after the occasional tough day in graduate school: “I mean, she's not in any way, like, telling me
not to do it or anything like that. But she wants me to come home sooner. Whenever I have these
days, that this is hard, and I think I'm gonna quit, she just says, ‘Yeah’".

Fatima didn’t mention much about her younger siblings, other than to share that she is the
only one who decided to go to graduate school and the only one who chose to study abroad, “It’s
just like the path they’ve chosen in life. They started working and they’re not interested in doing
graduate school at all. It’s not anything, like, they’re against coming here.” She shared that she

does have a younger brother who is about to graduate from high school in the next year or two
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and has expressed a little interest in applying to undergrad colleges in the U.S., but she doesn’t
believe her parents will agree to it, “I don’t know, like, my family, I think are against it. They
don’t think he’s mature enough,” she explained.

In terms of her personal life, Fatima mentioned that she was previously engaged, but did

not offer further details.

Primary & Secondary Education

As a child, Fatima was exposed to a variety of different Saudi school environments: “I
kind of moved a lot between schools. I'm not sure why; maybe because I'm the eldest and my
parents were experimenting?” she hypothesizes. She started her primary schooling at a private
school, attending until about third grade. Her parents then transferred her to a private, religious
school, but that only lasted a year. As she puts it, “I couldn’t keep up because they were already
ahead of me.” She then moved to a public school which she attended until ninth grade, the end of
middle school in Saudi Arabia. When it was time for high school, Fatima applied for and
received a governmental scholarship offered to academically talented students in STEM. The
scholarship allowed her to participate in a STEM-focused pilot program for gifted students at an
elite private international high school in Jeddah that awards internationally recognized secondary
diplomas.

For Fatima, this high school experience was transformative on many levels—both
academically and socially— and looking back, she expresses complex emotions about that time
in her life. Her initial transition to the school was very challenging. Logistically, as the school

was located far from her home, she was forced to spend two or more hours commuting each day.
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This was a huge adjustment for Fatima, who was accustomed to ample time at home with her
family and siblings and found the round-trip exhausting. Another challenge was that the school’s
curriculum was English-only. Fatima explains that this made the first two years a real struggle
for her, “Because up until then, [ was always taught in Arabic. And then [ moved to that school,
and it was entirely, everything, in English. Biology, chemistry, like, everything.” Prior to this,
she had only studied English as a foreign language; most of her previous coursework in English
centered around the study of English literature, Shakespearean poems, and the like. For an
academically talented student like Fatima who was accustomed to easily excelling in school
settings, the transition to learning all subjects in a new language was “very rough, especially the
first and second year. It was very rough.”

Despite these challenges, Fatima recognizes that her experience at the international high
school helped set her up for success in her undergraduate studies in Saudi Arabia and in her later
graduate studies in the U.S. In terms of language skills, Fatima finished high school with a strong
command of English, giving her an advantage over other Saudi students at her undergraduate
institution who struggled to adjust to the primarily English instruction at her university. Later,
when she decided to apply for graduate school in the U.S., she easily secured an adequate
TOEFL score for admissions at top U.S. institutions. Unlike most other recipients of the Saudi
government scholarship, she was not required to attend an English language institute prior to
beginning her graduate studies in the U.S.

Additionally, Fatima notes that her time at the international high school gave her early
exposure to “American style” approaches to teaching and learning that were not common at the

time in Saudi Arabia. She specifically recalls being introduced to the idea of project-based
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learning and team research projects, and how these ideas felt very different from the learning she
had experienced in her previous schools: “It was my first time being exposed to, like, such ideas
and then there was even, like, a focus on like doing projects, presentation, science fairs,
whatever, like these things were not as common when I was, like, growing up in schools”. She
specifically noticed the difference in how science was taught, explaining that in her previous
schooling, she was accustomed to a more traditional way of learning;:

In like, East Asia and Saudi we focus more on, like, the actual science, not like the soft

skills. Like, we just try to excel scientifically, or, like, you accelerate into the actual

curriculum. A teacher would rather spend time explaining more scientific material, then
like, waste time doing, like, a project on like a topic that was covered during the first
week.

One project-based learning assignment that really captured Fatima’s attention and
enthusiasm was the use of technology to help solve community problems. Fatima and her team
of classmates decided to tackle a safety issue around Saudi school buses—at the time there had
been multiple news reports in their city about young children being inadvertently left behind on
school buses at the end of the day. In some cases, the children suffered severe medical
emergencies, and even death, due to extreme heat exposure. Fatima’s research team used their
technological knowledge and skills to develop an electronic monitoring system that could be
installed on the buses to help ensure that all students disembarked before the bus was returned to
the depot. Their project gained a lot of positive attention, and they received funding from a

regional agency to pilot the system at a local school. Fatima shared that it was a deeply
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rewarding learning experience in that she was able to build her technical skills and see the results
of her efforts make a positive difference in the real world.

Fatima recognizes other ways her international school experience granted her specialized
resources and support that she otherwise wouldn’t have known about or been able to access
financially or logistically. She specifically mentions being set up with advising appointments
with guidance counselors, presentations on how to write a college application essay, SAT test
prep sessions, and more:

I mean, like, overall, like the experience, like, showed me stuff that I wouldn't have been

able to, like, have access to. Like, for example, career coaching, or, like, advice on what

major should you choose. And these kinds of topics, they weren't taught at like regular
schools, government schools, or like even regular private schools. Like, they even helped
me, like, I took the SATs, which are not common to be taken in Saudi Arabia. I got to
take SAT I and II, that’s, like, a privilege.
Many of these resources were offered free of cost to Fatima and other students in the gifted
scholarship program, but others required additional fees. For example, Fatima recalls being
invited through the school to attend a summer high school program in the U.S. offered by
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Many students from her school signed up to participate,
and Fatima wanted to go as well, but her family couldn’t afford it:

The only reason why I didn't go is because I couldn't afford it. Because there was, like, a

portion that I had to pay, like in that sense. Like, some of the students who were, like,

richer in some way, like, went, but I couldn't. I mean, I'm not sure, I think, now, like, I

don't know what exactly was the cost because I was very young, and but when I showed
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it to my family, they said no. I'm not sure if it was, like, way expensive, or it was, like,
they thought it wasn't important enough for them to spend money on.
When I mentioned to Fatima that she was one of the only participants in this research study who
referred to socio-economic status in her description of her family, she explains that it was
experiences like this in high school that made her acutely aware of the various levels of socio-
economic status in Saudi society:
I was exposed to it in a very harsh way. [ was exposed to it when I was a teenager, when
you are, like, very vulnerable and very sensitive to all of these kinds of things. And I was,
like, pushed into, like, a very different socio-economic environment. Because the school
that I was put into was, like, for very rich, extremely, extremely, rich families. I had, like,
classmates who are, like, from the royal family, like, from very well-established families
that, like, own very big companies that were, like, kind of ruling industries in the country.
For teenage Fatima, navigating the social intricacies of high school in this environment was
extremely challenging. She often found herself struggling to understand where she and her
family fit into the stratification system:
And back then I was just a teenager, I was in 10th grade. I was already, like, very
sensitive. And when I was put there, like, I couldn't compete with everybody. My family
is not, like, poor in any way. [ would say we are, like, upper middle class, because my
father is an engineer, he's kind of well off, but I have many siblings, so we kind of have
to manage our resources. Like, I couldn't compete with these people. Even the things that

they would wear, my family couldn't afford it. I know I was kind of, like, not aware, like,
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at the time with the value of money and like, how much exactly does my family have?
And what should I or should I not ask for. . . to not, like, put a burden on my parents?
Fatima explains that the administrators of the school were aware of the tensions that the wealth
disparities among students caused within the school community, but little was done to address it.
Socially, Fatima and the other students in the gifted scholarship program were considered “the
smart kids” at school and often felt at odds with the other students at the school who tended to
group together in accordance with “how rich” they were:
Like, definitely, they were wearing like, high end Gucci shoes, and whatever. The school
tried to limit these things. We were all forced to wear, like, uniforms, and it was very
strict not to wear anything on your wrist or your ears, or earrings or whatever, like,
jewelry and watches. But still, like, there was, like, the small things like shoes, bags. . .
you know, you notice it.
The high pressure that Fatima felt in high school, both socially and academically, eventually took
its toll on her. By the time she graduated, she felt burnt out. She finished high school with an
internationally recognized diploma, strong TOEFL and SAT scores, and a governmental
scholarship to pursue her undergraduate degree in the U.S.. There was only one problem: Fatima

didn’t want to go.

Undergraduate Education
Fatima didn’t disclose the specific details about why she opted out of studying abroad in
the U.S. for her undergraduate degree, despite applying for and receiving the governmental

scholarship. Broadly, she explains: “Yeah, I didn’t want to do that because I was kind of tired
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after the high school and I wanted, like, more chill time during my undergrad. I wanted to, like,
spend more time with my family and this kind of stuft. . .”

Once her decision to stay in the Kingdom was made, Fatima began researching
undergraduate options. Initially, she considered applying to private universities in Jeddah that
offered her desired major: engineering. At the time, engineering wasn’t offered as a major for
women at Saudi Arabia’s public universities, so Fatima assumed that a private institution would
be her only option in the Kingdom. However, by chance, she happened to learn that a well-
known public research university in her city was piloting a women’s engineering undergraduate
program. Fatima ended up enrolling in the program’s second-ever female cohort.

When asked how she identified engineering as her academic interest, Fatima explained
that the choice made sense given her aptitudes and desire for practicality:

Throughout my schooling, I really liked math and physics more than any other topic. And

I knew that I wanted to do something related to that, because I thought it's going to be

easier for me. And I really enjoyed it, like, honestly. I just thought engineering is the

most thing that can be useful. Rather than just like applied math or applied physics or . . .

it was kind of a naive decision, but I’'m happy with it.

Recalling that Fatima’s father was also an engineer, I asked if he had any influence on her
interest, but she said no: “No, he was pushing me to do medicine,” she explains, laughing.

Fatima recalls her undergraduate experience very positively. As the women’s program
was very new in the university’s well-established and well-recognized department of
engineering, there was a lot of enthusiasm, energy, resources, and attention directed to Fatima

and her classmates:
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So, I was among the second batch to graduate from that program. Actually, it was very
interesting. It was an exciting time because it was new. We were discovering things and
the environment was happy and pushing us to do things. And there were, there were a lot
of, like, robotics competitions, like, these kinds of like activities and events and these
kinds of stuff. So, it was, it was good. I really enjoyed it.

Fatima’s experience as a female graduate student of engineering in the U.S. has caused
her to look back at her undergraduate experience with a new perspective. She recalls being
extremely surprised when she first heard from an American professor that women are
underrepresented in U.S. universities’ STEM and engineering programs: “The first time [ was
exposed to the idea of, like, engineering or STEM not being popular amongst females was here
[in the U.S.]. The idea was very foreign to me. And I couldn’t understand why was that,” she
recalls. In Fatima’s experience, engineering is an extremely popular course of study for Saudi
women. Moreover, she shared that female engineering students in Saudi are generally thought to
outperform men academically. As an example, Fatima shared a situation from her undergraduate
experience in which she and her all-female classmates were outperforming the engineering
department’s all-male cohort on common exams:

We were performing way better than them to the point that, like, the male students started

complaining and wanting to split things up because we were, like, screwing their average

or whatever. Like, we were performing way better, so they [the instructors] tried to make
up harder questions. And then, like, a lot of sticky situations happened . . . like we
learned that the instructor was giving the male students the questions beforehand, but not

to us, because we were already performing better.
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Fatima expresses that she believes that studying engineering in an all-female cohort
increased her academic confidence and allowed her space to experiment freely with her thinking
and learning, “It was very exciting. It was very comfortable,” she recalls. Furthermore, she
credits the environment for her enhanced ability to collaborate with classmates whose
backgrounds are different than her own. Because the university was a public institution,
acceptance into the program was based solely on applicants’ grades, rather than their family’s
background or financial status. This, and the gender segregated environment allowed Fatima to
connect and work with women she would not have otherwise encountered in her day-to-day life:

So, like, I had classmates coming from very, very, conservative families. If the program

had not been segregated [by gender], I would not have met them, because their families

would not have allowed them to join the program. It was very exciting. There was, like,
people from all across different backgrounds. And it wasn’t only Saudis. We had also,
like, other nationalities of students, like, from other Arab countries, like, from Somalia. It
was very exciting.

Another formative experience in Fatima’s undergraduate career was her participation in
the Saudi Young Leaders Exchange Program (SYLEP), which gave her the opportunity to travel
to the U.S. during the summer before her senior year. Started in 2014, SYLEP is an initiative of
the U.S. Embassy in Saudi Arabia and the U.S. Department of State focused on offering
community engagement, innovation, and social entrepreneurship training for Saudi students and
young professionals (Legacy International, 2016; U. S. Mission Saudi Arabia, 2024). Each year,

the program selects 15-40 emerging Saudi leaders for a three-week exchange and professional
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development program hosted at a U.S. college or university. Since its inception, close to 300
Saudi student have participated.

Fatima didn’t know what to expect from the program when she first applied. Although
SYLEP is now a well-known program in Saudi Arabia, it was very new at the time she applied.
She had learned about the opportunity through a posting at her university and from an alum of
the program who had participated the year prior. Having missed out on the opportunity of
visiting the U.S. during high school, Fatima was attracted to the idea of a fully funded short term
travel experience. She was also intrigued by the program’s focus on community engagement and
entrepreneurship. At the time, “volunteering” and “social entrepreneurship” were popular
buzzwords in Saudi Arabia and Fatima already had some experience in these areas from the
school bus monitoring project she developed in high school. She decided to apply for SYLEP
and was selected for one of the program’s early cohorts.

During their three weeks in the U.S., Fatima and the other young Saudis attended
leadership workshops and trainings in Washington DC and at a public research university in
Virginia. Each Saudi student was paired with a student from an American university who served
as a “cultural ambassador”, providing peer support throughout the exchange. Fatima found the
entire experience valuable and rewarding. Specifically, she felt that the opportunity built her
confidence and sense of independence. She also realized that she felt comfortable in the U.S. and
connected to the people she met:

It was very, very positive. Like, regardless of the program. This was my first time coming

to the U.S., and I was, like, kind of traveling alone in some sense. And I liked that

183



experience. Like, I like the U.S.. Like, even interactions [ had with people there was

positive. I liked the community and I liked everything.

When they returned to Saudi Arabia, Fatima and her SYLEP cohort members took part in
a month of follow-up workshops in which they were expected to develop projects in which they
could apply the new skills they learned. For their final project, Fatima and a college classmate
who also participated in SYLEP chose to develop a series of professional development
workshops for their university. They identified university alumni from multiple disciplines who
were open to sharing their technical skills with current students and invited them to present
hands-on workshop. Fatima said the series was very popular among students and the alumni
instructors:

I think we set up seven or eight different workshops with alumni. They came to campus

and taught skills like medical suturing, Python programming language, photography,

electrical circuits. We initiated the series and then a committee took it on. And I think it’s
still ongoing even now.

Fatima finished her undergraduate studies on a high note. Academically, she had
graduated at the top of her program in engineering. She had the SYLEP experience on her
resume and strong recommendations from faculty members. Many people around her offered
opinions on what Fatima should do post-graduation, but she felt she needed more time to
consider her options:

I was good academically whenever I graduated, so everyone around me were pushing the

ideas of like doing higher education, like graduate school and this kind of stuff.
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Personally, I didn’t really want that, especially right after graduation. I kind of wanted to

figure out, what do I want to do with my life, before starting, before making that decision.
Fatima wasn’t completely opposed to the idea of graduate school, but she didn’t feel 100% about
it being the right step for her at this point. To buy herself some time to consider her options,
Fatima decided to join the Saudi workforce immediately after graduation. She was hired for an
engineering-related job at a research institute and worked there for about a year. However, the
research institute began to really push Fatima and other new hires to obtain graduate degrees,
conveying to them that a master’s degree would be required for them to move upward within the
organization. Realizing this, Fatima decided to transfer to a new job as a teaching assistant in the
engineering department at a university. But she encountered the same situation there as well—
the university told her that she’d have to get a master’s degree to keep her position. Furthermore,
the university “strongly suggested” that the graduate degree should be a PhD from an
international institution. It eventually became clear to Fatima that she needed to pursue a

graduate school sooner rather than later if she wanted to move forward in her career.

Graduate Education

At the time Fatima was considering graduate school, she recalls that public attention and
interest in the Saudi government’s study abroad scholarship program was at a peak. She
remembers the energy and enthusiasm that graduates returning to the Kingdom were met with.
She also recalls feeling pressure from those around her, including her own family, not to miss out

on the opportunity herself:
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I graduated [from undergrad] in 2017. And at that point, there were lots of graduates from
the U.S. coming back. Like, the biggest batch that had gone to the U.S. were back in
2012, or 2011. And they were coming back. I had lots of cousins that went to do, like,
graduate school in the U.S.. My dad really wanted me to do it, everyone wanted me to do
it, but I kind of was pushing back then . . .
Fatima didn’t share specifically which factors, if any, finally drove her to decide to pursue
graduate school abroad. But once she did make the decision to apply, she knew she wanted to go
to the U.S.: “I was mostly interested in the U.S.. I didn't apply for anywhere else, though. Like
everyone pushed me to try the UK because it was closer. I focused on the U.S..” Part of her
reasoning was that she had already had a positive experience in the U.S. through her
participation in the SYLEP program a couple years earlier, and she said she truly liked and felt
comfortable in the culture:
I liked the interaction I had. I liked the people. I liked how friendly everyone is. And I've
been to Europe before, they're not as friendly. So yeah, I really liked the U.S.. I liked
what I was exposed to. I like the friendliness of everybody. Like, that is not everywhere.
Like saying hi, hello, and then being helpful to others. That's not everywhere. Like, lots
of communities are more, like, reserved and quiet. They don't communicate if not
necessary.
So that's what started me being interested in, even now, coming to the U.S., and not other
countries, like the UK, or whatever.
As she considered which U.S. engineering graduate programs to apply to, Fatima had to

select from a list of universities provided by the Saudi Arabia Cultural Mission (SACM). She
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explains that she used multiple criteria to identify which specific programs might be a good fit
for her academically and socially:
I was kind of was restricted on what universities I could apply to. They gave me a list of,
like, approved universities. It was like 115 universities. I kind of went by, like, how
strong is the program? And then, how good is the city location? Actually, like, I wanted,
like, a metropolitan area, because at the time I didn't drive. And I've heard from people
that the college towns are kind of sometimes depressing. So, I didn't want to do that. So, I
think I applied for nine programs in total.
Fatima ended up enrolling in the graduate program of an electrical and computer engineering
department at a public research university in Chicago. The university and the program met her
criteria and ended up being a good fit for her in terms of academics, location, and campus
culture. However, Fatima’s initial arrival and first semester at the university did not go exactly
how she hoped it would. The COVID-19 global pandemic was at its peak, adding extra layers of
complexity to her transition to graduate student life in the U.S.:
So, when I arrived, it was like, peak COVID. Like, there was, like, travel restrictions, all
these kinds of stuff. Like, there were lots of things that I had to do just to leave [Saudi
Arabia], just to travel. I didn't want to risk it and like stay [home] for another semester.
Or, like lose one semester. I came and I lived initially in the dorms. It was kind of like
single resident dorms, so, no shared bathrooms or anything. Yeah, and I was, I wasn't
allowed to leave the dorm obviously because of COVID. I quarantined for like two or

three weeks.
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The COVID-19 restrictions meant that almost all of Fatima’s classes were held online for that
first semester. She and her program cohorts were permitted to meet up once a week for a one-
hour tutorial session in person. Other than that, Fatima barely left her dormitory. It was winter in
Chicago and very cold. Although Fatima was excited to get out and explore her new
surroundings, she knew she would have to wait. Fortunately, by the end of her first semester,
COVID-19 restrictions started to lift. Summer came and Fatima was able to go out and begin to
socialize in person, “Whenever I finished the semester and summer started, I started, like, going
everywhere, making friends, touring the city. It was like a very fun time.”

The two years of her master’s degree program passed quickly for Fatima. She did well in
her courses and developed close working relationships with classmates and faculty. She also
enjoyed the campus environment and living in Chicago. During her second year, she decided that
she would submit an application to her program’s PhD program. Her reasoning behind this
decision was multifold. She knew that if she wanted to continue her career trajectory back in
Saudi Arabia, she’d eventually need to have a PhD. Additionally, she’d heard from peers in her
field that it was easiest to gain acceptance to a PhD program directly from a master’s program.
She had also developed a good working relationship with one of her professors who was open to
having her work in his research lab. Fatima describes her decision-making process in this way:

I knew if I want to continue, like, with that career track, I had to do a PhD. Eventually, I

asked around, and everyone told me that it's easier to get accepted for a PhD right when

you finish your master’s rather than wait. The more you wait, the more it's difficult to do.

I also was talking to one of my professors about potentially joining his lab. So yeah, like,
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within the last year, or like, the last semester, I realized I was kind of sure that I wanted to

do a PhD now rather than later.

Fatima’s plan worked out. At the time of our conversations, she was in her second year of her
department’s doctoral program, working in the lab of the professor she had connected with. The
professor’s research centers around ways technology can be incorporated into healthcare services
for the elderly—specifically, how technology can help older adults age in place at home, without
the need for assistance or a caregiver.

When she first started working in the lab, Fatima didn’t feel a strong connection to the
research being done, “My professor pushed me to work with them. It was strictly for funding
reasons. Honestly, like, initially, when I joined the lab, I didn’t have, like, any ideas for the
research they wanted to do or for my own.” But now that she’s been working with the team for a
year, she feels enthusiastic and committed to the research:

So, the research I'm doing now is like a collaboration between my professor and a

professor from behavioral science. We are kind of investigating patients with mild

dementia. So, they are currently, like, doing some study on them. And we have added

some, like, devices that I am working with. The devices are, like, kind of like medical
devices, plus cameras that capture measurements. I am analyzing the data to, like, to give

a technical perspective. Rather than only the subjective, like, only the doctor’s

perspective, on these patients.

At this point, Fatima is now deeply committed to the lab’s research mission and her fellows
research team members. As she moves forward on her PhD path, she finds herself brimming with

ideas for related research topics, both for the lab’s team and for her own research. As will be
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described in the next section, she even foresees ways she might want to continue her research
and work around technological healthcare for the elderly, even when she graduates and returns
home to Saudi Arabia. In the meantime, she is taking her time, enjoying being a graduate
student, and making the most out of the free time she has outside of school.

Work-life balance is important to Fatima, and she says that she has no problem making
time for socializing, exploring her interests, and seeking out new experiences outside of school.
She says that she’s made “lots of friends™ at the university, including one woman who she
describes as her best friend. For Fatima, exploring Chicago and the surrounding areas has been a
top priority. She explains that she finds Chicago fascinating and spent her first year as a new
resident learning everything she could about the city’s history and architecture. She and her
friends have gone hot air ballooning and even went on a skydiving excursion near the city’s
skyline, two experiences completely new to her. Since she’s gotten a driver’s license, Fatima
says she’s now working on, “discovering the Midwest”. As she puts it, “I started driving around
Wisconsin, Indiana, and like, it’s just fascinating. There’s lots of hidden gems that nobody

knows about.”

Work/Career/Future Plans

At the time of our conversations, Fatima still had several more years of graduate school
in her future. Still, she made multiple references to her plan to return to the Kingdom at the
completion of her doctoral degree studies and what specifically she might do when she returns
there. Unlike some of the other participants in this study, Fatima’s governmental scholarship is

not tied to a particular employer. According to her, for the type of scholarship she has, the only
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expectation is that she returns to the Kingdom and works for a governmental institution of some
sort:

So, the rules for that are very vague. But technically, yeah, you have to work for,

whatever, in government, or an institution. But you can move around. You can, like,

move to a hospital, or, like, a research facility, university, anything that's run by the

government should be fine.
But she’s also permitted to pursue opportunities in the private sector, and work in both spheres
simultaneously. This is something that really interests Fatima. As she explains: “But, like, I think
now, we're allowed to start a site, like our own businesses while working these jobs. And, I'm
kind of thinking of doing, maybe, starting with consulting.” Fatima says that there are ample
opportunities for consultancies related to engineering and technology in the Kingdom right now,
especially related to healthcare:

Yeah, I'm pretty sure I like technology in general. Yeah, I'm pretty sure I'm gonna be able

to find something. There's, like, a kind of national push towards these kinds of stuff . . .

Technology, like, investment in technology. And yeah, and I think, I'm, like, really

hopeful that it's gonna be good.

Fatima is particularly optimistic about ways she might introduce some of the ideas and
research she is currently doing in her doctoral program around technology in elder care to the
Saudi market, whether it be in the public or private sectors. She explains that “elder care” as a
formal concept is relatively new in Saudi Arabia, and the idea of intentionally “aging in place” at

home is something she thinks would be of great interest to Saudi society:
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Yeah, I'm really interested in pursuing that even after graduating. The idea of aging at
home and how to incorporate technology into assisting the elderly. I am really interested
in that kind of thinking, of, kind of, introducing that whenever I go back home. Like, start
an initiative or, like, collab with, like, a housing facility for the elderly, to introduce this
kind of stuff.
When Fatima first gave me the explanation of her current research using devices and cameras to
measure and analyze health data from dementia patients, I remarked that it reminded me of the
high school project she had told me about previously—in which she and her classmates
developed a monitoring device to address the problem of children’s safety on hot school buses.
As I followed up, I asked her if she saw potential for her doctoral research to turn into a social
entrepreneurship venture along that same vein. She replied that potentially it could:

Yes, it is still interesting to me. Like, I would like to, when I get back home. And then

when I start my career, [ want to do, like, stuff that are kind of, like, helping the

community in some way. Not just working corporate, or, like, just being focused on
teaching, or corporate, or wherever. [ want to do something that's kind of useful and, like,
impactful.

Our conversation about Fatima’s future plans eventually led us back to the topic of
women in STEM fields. Earlier, she shared with me how female students are known to
academically outperform male students in Saudi engineering programs. I asked her if the same is
true in the professional field—are Saudi women able to access and obtain jobs in engineering?

Are Saudi employers hiring women for engineering-related jobs? Fatima resoundingly said yes.
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She explained that engineering as a field has become extremely popular for Saudi women, and
shared the reasoning why:

Like, some people assume or hear that medicine, or the medical fields are more popular

than the engineering fields for Saudi women. Back in Saudi Arabia, no, like, they're

exactly the same. If not engineering even more so. Like, females are more interested in
engineering because, you can, like, because there's, like, some kind of want, or need, for,
like, not being mixed with males as much. And, like, in a hospital environment, you are.

Because you'll be away from home longer, and then you have to interact directly with

many male colleagues. And, like, in engineering, you can work alone in an office and you

can clock out whenever the work is done. And then you can be, like, at home more. So,
it's even more popular, and even, like, some females who are, like, married women who
have, like, more conservative husbands or, like, more conservative parents, they would
rather their daughters work in an office as an engineer, rather than like being a doctor
away from home and doing shifts and whatever.

Fatima’s explanation led me to speculate to her that it must be shocking for some Saudi
women to arrive in the U.S. for graduate schools in engineering only to find most programs
predominately made up of male students and male teaching staff. Fatima said it was for her.
Even though she had attended high school in a mixed gender, international-school environment
and even though she had previously visited a U.S. university campus, she simply wasn’t
prepared for the extreme gender disparity she has encountered in her graduate program. She still
recalls the surprise she felt when she arrived for her first day as a teaching assistant in an

undergraduate class and realized that less than 25% of the class was female. Fortunately, Fatima
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says she was able to get accustomed to it and adapt quickly. Since then, she has gotten involved
in some groups related to women in engineering and has come to understand some of the reasons
why women are underrepresented in STEM field in the U.S.. Although she herself has not
experienced gender-based discrimination in a lab setting in the U.S., she says that some of her
friends have.

Recently Fatima learned that her doctoral advisor is seeking more female students to join
his lab and that he may be able to apply for special grant funding for research teams that are
predominately female. Fatima fully understands and supports the need to intentionally diversify
the field in the U.S. context but remains perplexed that the gender disparity exists in the first
place, “It’s still very foreign to me. I don’t understand it.” Simply put, Fatima claims she has no
concerns about gender discrimination holding her back from her career aspirations in Saudi
Arabia.

No, like, honestly, I think the opposite. They're powerfully, like, celebrating women in

the work force in general, no matter what field there is. And there's some kind of national

push towards, like, choosing females to be employed. But no, like, I don't see anything
restricting me. Maybe when I get to the senior level, like CEO level, maybe I would feel
pushback. But for now, no I have no concerns.

Fatima, best wishes to you on your doctoral journey. May you continue to have positive
impact in your world and achieve your goals without restriction. Whether by hot air ballon or sky

diving, I hope you continue to fly high.

Summary and Analysis
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Fatima, the eldest of many siblings, comes from a middle to upper-middle class family
based in Jeddah. Her father is an engineer who supported her educational pursuits, especially her
decision to study abroad and pursue a PhD. Fatima’s reflections on her socioeconomic
positioning are unusually candid—she discusses her awareness of class difference, especially in
her elite high school setting, where she was surrounded by students from extremely wealthy
families. This context shaped her social identity and fostered early critical consciousness around
class.

Fatima’s academic trajectory includes a diverse array of schooling experiences. She
transitioned from government and religious schools to a private international high school through
a gifted student scholarship. There, she experienced a major shift—curriculum in English,
American-style learning, and exposure to project-based approaches—that would later ease her
adjustment to U.S. higher education. The high school also exposed her to both the resources and
limitations of class privilege—she gained access to elite test prep and mentorship but couldn’t
afford to join some of the opportunities that required fees.

Though she applied for and was offered a government scholarship to study abroad after
high school, Fatima initially declined—burned out from the intensity of her elite high school
experience. She instead pursued her undergraduate degree in engineering at a Saudi public
university, piloting a new program for female students. After working in both research and
academic roles, Fatima realized that upward mobility in Saudi Arabia’s professional fields
required a graduate degree. Her positive experience in a U.S. leadership exchange (SYLEP)
shaped her choice to pursue graduate studies in the U.S., a decision driven by personal interest

and strategic career planning.
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Fatima completed her master’s in engineering and is now in her second year of a PhD
program at a research university in Chicago. Her academic support network has grown over
time—she’s formed strong relationships with professors, joined a lab focused on eldercare
technologies, and has developed an awareness of research funding mechanisms. Her early
challenges (arriving during peak COVID, isolating dorm life, and online classes) have evolved
into a fulfilling academic and social experience. Her current lab research has grown into a
personal passion with real-world applications.

Fatima plans to return to Saudi Arabia after completing her PhD. Her government
scholarship does not tie her to a specific employer, offering her flexibility to pursue roles in
public institutions, healthcare tech, or even private consulting. She is particularly drawn to work
that connects engineering to community impact, such as aging-in-place tech for elders—a vision
linked to her earlier social entrepreneurship experiences in high school.

Fatima consistently makes deliberate, self-paced choices: turning down early
opportunities, working before studying abroad, and choosing a university in a metro area with
access and community. She’s deeply observant, reflective, and comfortable charting her own
path. Her challenges are both structural and cultural: navigating socioeconomic/class differences,
adjusting to gender dynamics in U.S. engineering and STEM, and confronting assumptions about

Saudi women. Yet she faces these challenges with ease, humor, and a grounded sense of self.

Case: Fatima

Personal o Age29
e Single, but previously engaged
Family Background e Urban setting
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Eldest of many siblings in a middle class/upper middle-class
household

Primary & Secondary
Education

Gifted student scholarship to elite private Saudi high school

Undergraduate
Education

Degree in engineering from well-known public research
university in Jeddah

Graduate Education

Second-year doctoral student in electrical and computer
engineering program at a public research university in Midwest
U.S.

Master’s degree in same program at same institution in
Midwest U.S.

Work/Career

Worked in an engineering-related position at a Saudi research
center for a year after her undergraduate degree
Also worked as a TA at a Saudi university

Future Plans/Goals

Interested in engineering-related employment connecting
technology and healthcare as well as private sector consulting
and social entrepreneurism

Table 3: Case Summary - Fatima
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Chapter 8: Case Study #4: Farah

A fiercely independent single mother charting her own path

“It’s not easy. I'll never say it’s easy. But it’s what I chose. I chose to come here.”

Introduction

Farah is a 35-year-old PhD student in global affairs at a large public research university
in New Jersey. At the time of our conversations, she had advanced to candidacy and was actively
working on her dissertation research and writing. In addition to being a full-time doctoral
student, Farah is a single parent to a 12-year-old daughter named Yasmin. Farah and Yasmin
first came to the U.S. ten years ago when Farah received a full scholarship through her Saudi
employer to pursue a master’s in business administration (MBA) degree. At the time, Farah was
25 and had just recently divorced from her ex-husband, Yasmin’s father; Yasmin was 18 months
old.

As a full-time doctoral student and full-time solo parent, Farah is very cognizant of where
and how she spends her limited time and energy. When I first approached her about participating
in my research, Farah initially declined, stating that she didn’t have the time to spare. A few
months later when I re-approached her to let her know that I had reduced the time commitment
and was able to offer a gift card as an appreciation/incentive, she agreed and made herself
available.

In many ways, chatting with Farah on Zoom felt like chatting with an old friend. Out of

all the participants I interviewed, Farah is the woman I felt most naturally connected to, and the
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one who seemed to feel the most comfortable and at ease speaking with me. Part of this may be
due to the lack of any language barrier—Farah has had a near-native command of English since
childhood and is proud of her “perfect” English. During both of our interviews, she chose to curl
up on her living room couch with a cup of tea, surrounded by her knitting projects and her
daughter’s stuffed toys. Farah has a deep and frequent laugh and comes across as a straight talker
who is quick to “tell it like it is”. Though she chose to keep some specific details about her
personal life private, I was honored that she felt she could open up and generally speak quite
frankly with me about topics like parenting, her relationship history, and her frustrations about
doctoral student life. My sense is that this openness may simply be par for the course for Farah,
perhaps a natural part of her personality. In any case, after spending almost 10 years living on
her own in New Jersey, it’s no surprise that Farah exhibits some quintessential “Jersey girl”

characteristics: street-smarts, savviness, and fierce independence.

Family Background

Farah was born and raised in Jeddah, with two younger brothers. Although she did
not share specific details about her parents’ professions, she conveyed that that her family is
relatively well-off economically. Both of her parents are fluent English speakers, and Farah and
her brothers grew up speaking English at home with their mother. While her father learned
English as an adult for professional use and primarily used it for his work, Farah’s mother grew
up speaking English as one of her second languages (the other being German), having been born
abroad in Europe and traveling extensively as a child. Farah explains her mother’s international

upbringing and how it inspired her to ensure her own children spoke English fluently:
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My grandmother on my mother’s side is German. She and my grandfather met in

Germany when he worked at the Saudi Airlines. They got married and my mother was

actually born in Germany. Since my grandfather worked for the airline, they were able to

get free tickets wherever they wanted to go. So, every summer when school got out, they

came to America every single summer and stayed for the whole summer.
Farah’s English-language proficiency has proven to be a major asset to her in her academic
career, as will be described in later sections.

As will also be discussed in detail in later sections, Farah’s family, especially her father,
did not approve of her decision to study abroad and still aren’t supportive of the fact that she has
essentially created a full life for her and her daughter in the United States (she describes them as
being “resigned”). Other than that, Farah made very few references to her parents, her brothers,
or her upbringing during our conversations. One likely reason for this is that Farah started a
family of her own at a relatively early age. She got married when she was still an undergraduate
student and gave birth to her daughter Yasmin very soon after she graduated. She and her
husband were divorced within a few months of Yasmin’s birth. Not long after, Farah was making
plans to go abroad for graduate school in the U.S. By the time Farah was 25, she and Yasmin
were living independently in the U.S. For Farah, her immediate family has been a unit of two—

her daughter and herself—for over a decade.

Primary, Secondary, and Undergraduate Education
Farah attended Saudi public schools for her primary, secondary and undergraduate

education. For the most part, Farah says she enjoyed her school experience at the time: “I had
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nothing to compare it to other than my brothers’ [public school]. So, as a kid, not knowing
anything else, it was great.” Still, she recalls being really bothered by certain aspects of her
primary education experience, namely some of the differences in curriculum for girls and boys:
“For girls, they only taught us how to cook, how to sew, home economics, things like that.” As a
self-described tomboy and natural athlete, she also recalls being disappointed that girls in her
primary school did not have access to sports at the school the way boys did, and that girls were
required to wear skirts as part of their school uniform.

Farah acknowledges that a long time has passed since her time in primary and secondary
school and that a lot has changed in terms of public education in the Kingdom since her early
schooling, “I know now days, girls don’t have to wear dresses, it can be skirts or pants, there’s
lots of things now like music classes, and there are sports”. At the same time, she can’t help but
feel sorry for her younger self when she reflects on some of the educational experiences she
missed out on simply because she was a girl. The feeling is especially pronounced when she
considers her daughter’s experience attending public school in the U.S. and all the educational
opportunities her daughter now has access to: “Looking at what [experiences] my daughter’s
having here, at her school here in the United States, you have all these things, even during Covid.
Sometimes I feel bad about myself, you know, about my case.”

After high school, Farah attended a public university in Jeddah where she received a
degree in international business. Farah’s didn’t share much about her undergraduate experience,
presumably because it was a complex time in her personal life—during those years she was

married and was pregnant. As an athlete, though, she does mention one major perk about her

201



campus: “Finally, in college I had access to a gym, a sports club, and I was able to play ping
pong and basketball. I loved it.”

But another reason Farah may be reticent to talk much about her undergraduate
experience is because attending university at home in Saudi Arabia was not her original plan; in
fact, it was far from it. As she explains:

At one point [ was all set to attend a university in Malaysia, everything was all set, my

husband was going to come too, everything was paid for, the paperwork was signed,

everything. The last step was to arrange the plane tickets. At the last minute it didn’t
happen, at the last minute my husband did not agree.

As she spoke, Farah’s voice raised and quickened. I could sense she had strong feelings
about this incident, so I asked her to elaborate. Here is the full story as she tells it:

It was always a dream [of mine] to want to go abroad. I knew about the scholarship

program; I applied, I was accepted. My first choice was an English-speaking country, but

my husband was completely opposed, he completely refused. He said, “well, what [ am
going to do [there] while you are studying?”. Little by little, he became open to the idea,
he got into it. But, he said, “if we’re going to go somewhere, I don’t want to go to like,

America or Europe or Australia. Like, why don’t we go to Malaysia? It’s cheaper, it’s an

Islamic country.” And we had been there before for our honeymoon and on vacation with

our families. And it’s a nice place and we both had fun there. So, I’'m, like, okay, we’ll do

that. So, everything was all set. I applied to two universities there and got accepted. He
had driven me around to all the appointments, he signed all the paperwork, the only thing

left was to get the plane tickets. And then suddenly he’s, like, “no, no, no, no, I don’t
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think we should go, I don’t think it’s a good idea”. I was, like, “Now you don’t think it's a
good idea? We’ve been going through all this for months and now we’re all ready to
travel in two weeks!” And then this: “I don’t think this is a good idea” became, “There’s
no way in hell we’re going.” And so, that was it. [ had to cancel it.
Though Farah was detailing an experience from more than ten years ago, the depth of her
disappointment still seemed very raw and apparent in her retelling of the story. She went on to
describe her emotional response to being so suddenly blindsided:
I was very, like, angry, and I was disappointed. I was sad. But at the same time, you
know, it was just what it was. It wasn’t going to happen. There wasn’t anywhere or any
place for negotiation at that time. It was a done deal from his side. So, it’s just like, all
right, I don’t know... I guess it’s not for me.”
Farah did her best to resign herself to the situation, but she says it was far from easy:
I never opened up the conversation again, you know, because it wasn't something that
was ever gonna happen. And I had to live with it for a few years. And anytime anyone,
anyone, regardless of if [ knew them or not, mentioned these scholarships, it just hit me
in the heart. You know, sometimes I would find myself hearing about someone [abroad
on the scholarship] without me wanting to, and I’m, like, ‘Oh my God, just stop!”
Because then people would see me upset and ask me what’s wrong, and then I would
have to tell them. I don’t want to have to tell them.
Clearly, this was an intensely painful period for Farah on multiple levels, but one area I was
curious about was her relationship with her husband—did she consider his lack of support and

sudden change of mind as a betrayal? Was that the impetus for their divorce? Farah is adamant
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that it was not. For reasons she did not fully articulate, getting a divorce over this issue was
simply outside the realm of possibility in her mind. As she explains, “It wouldn’t have even
made sense for me to say, ‘well, if you don’t want to come with me, then let’s just get divorced,
and I’ll go on my own.” Because that’s not the case.”

In fact, after the plans to study in Malaysia fell through, Farah and her husband stayed
together for several more years: “And just like, life continued.” She completed her undergraduate
degree at the university in Jeddah, became pregnant and gave birth to Yasmin, and took on a
position as a lecturer at her alma mater. But then, “some other things, you know, happened and
whatever, and then we were divorced”. Farah did not offer any details about the divorce beyond
this, and my intuition told me not to press her further. What’s most important to Farah, and
therefore most important to me as a researcher, is what happened for her post-divorce—a second

chance at a dream deferred.

Graduate Education: Master’s Degree #1
After the divorce, Farah remained working as a lecturer at her undergraduate institution.
But the idea of studying abroad through the Kingdom’s scholarship programs remained in her
mind:
The whole scholarship thing was still in my head. Once [my ex-husband and I] weren’t
together anymore, I thought, ‘why don’t apply for it again?’ Because the only obstacle
was him, and he’s not an obstacle anymore, so why don’t I just apply again?
And so, she did. Sponsored by her employing institution, Farah applied and secured a place in

the Kingdom’s scholarship program to pursue a master’s in business administration (MBA) at a
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university in the U.S. At the time, scholarship recipients were able to express preference for a
city, state, or a particular university they wished to attend. Farah chose Boston because she had a
close Saudi friend studying at a university in New Hampshire at the time and Farah thought it
might be helpful if she had a friend in the region, especially because she and Yasmin would be
living on their own. She said she didn’t choose New Hampshire itself because her friend warned
her, “it’s boring”.

Given what I had learned from other research participants and my background research
about Saudi law, society, and culture, I was enormously shocked when Farah told me she had
traveled to the U.S. alone with her infant daughter to pursue the scholarship opportunity—I had
not heard of any other single mothers doing the same. Several follow up questions popped up for
me, but the most immediate question was about her ex-husband, Yasmin’s father—did Farah
have to secure his approval for Yasmin to be able to move to the U.S. with her? Farah confirmed
that yes, she was required to get his approval, and yes, he finally did agree to it, but only after
intense objection. As Farah recounts:

I would never leave my daughter behind. It was a struggle because he didn’t even want

me to have her. He didn’t want me to take her. And it’s not like he was going to raise her.

He was going to make his mom take care of her. And he had his mom call me and she’s,

like, “you know, you’re not going to have time for her, as a student’ and I'm, like, ‘well,

she’s my kid.” And then my [ex-husband] finally said “well, fine, take her. And you’re
not going to have any time to study or do anything.” And then, this exactly what he said,
he said, ‘then you’re gonna eat shit’. And I'm, like, ‘All right, then I’ll eat that shit.’

[laughs]
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The second question that came to my mind was about the guardianship requirement for travel,

which I knew had been in place at the time—how did Farah handle that? Farah recalls:
I had to find a way around it. My dad did not want me to come here. He refused to be my
guardian. My brothers were not able to do it; one had a job and the other was still in high
school at the time. There was no one that was able to come. I was going to lose the
scholarship. Nobody was going to help me out. So, I convinced my grandfather. And he
was 70 at the time. I said, ‘Hey, why don’t you come with me? You’re retired, you don’t
do anything.’ [laughter] And, he was like, ‘Sure, but it’s going to cost a lot. I can’t really
afford living in Boston’. Like, he wasn’t going to pay for anything. And, I was like,
thinking, how am I going to do this? Even with the [scholarship] stipend for the guardian,
rent is really expensive, and I knew I was going to have to pay for day care, and all the
other expenses. But I said, ‘don’t worry, don’t worry, I’ll pay, I’ll pay for it’. And then,
when everything was all set, he said, ‘Well, I’'m not going to come alone, I need to bring
my wife.” So, then I had to pay for her plane ticket and everything else for her to come
too! [laughter]

Farah laughs incredulously about it now ten years later, but navigating the guardianship

requirement and her first few months in Boston was extremely challenging, especially

financially:
The plan was for [my grandfather and his wife] to stay for the full year. And then my
brother, who was finishing his last year of high school, would come [to take over the
guardianship requirement]. But my grandfather, actually, within a month, he was like,

‘this is so boring’. And it was like, October and November, and it was super cold in
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Boston, and we couldn’t go out, he didn’t go out or anything. And he said, ‘I hate this.
I’m not comfortable. I want to go back.” And I said, ‘You can’t go back. If you go back,
I’m gonna be in trouble, you know? First of all, I rented a two-bedroom apartment
because you guys were gonna be with me. I could’ve rented a one bedroom or a studio, I
didn’t need a two bedroom, and now it’s too late to break the lease, and now I have to
pay for your portion of the rent?” And, I’'m like, ‘You’re going to leave me here, stuck
with the rent of a two bedroom apartment, and you’re going to leave? And I’m not even
going to be able to use your portion of the [guardianship stipend] because you’re leaving’
And he did it anyway.
After her grandfather left so suddenly, Farah did her best to make do, both financially and
logistically. For the first couple weeks after they had all arrived, her grandfather and his wife had
been caring for Yasmin during the day while Farah began attending classes for the preparatory
GMAT (Graduate Management Admission Test) program as required by her scholarship. After
their departure, Farah’s most immediate order of business was to solidify daytime childcare. She
explains that it was important to her to find a daycare center for Yasmin, rather than an
individual childcare provider: “I didn’t trust babysitters, because my daughter was so young, if
anything bad were to happen, she wouldn’t be able to talk and tell me about it.” Farah eventually
did find a daycare center she felt comfortable with. The cost for full-time care was
insurmountable for her, but fortunately she was able to arrange her GMAT prep class schedule so
that she only needed to send Yasmin to daycare part-time, one or two days per week.
With childcare for Yasmin in place, Farah was finally able to begin to focus on her

academic goals. As stated, the first requirement of her scholarship program was to complete a
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GMAT prep class, which she did at a Boston-area language school. After that, the scholarship
program required her to do a one-year academic English language program, but because Farah
was already fluent, she was able to test out of the requirement. Instead, she was offered the
opportunity to take a second a GMAT prep course to which she agreed to readily. By the end of
her first year in the U.S., Farah had secured a solid score on the GMAT exam and had applied
and gained acceptance to an international business-focused MBA program at a private university
in Boston.

The two-year program was academically challenging for Farah. Most notably, soon after
starting, Farah realized that she didn’t have the same level of academic research skills and
experience that her peers had. It became clear to her that her undergraduate program had not
adequately prepared her to do academic research:

I never learned [academic research] even though I went all the way through college. I'm

serious. I went all the way through college in Saudi Arabia not knowing how to do

research. I thought for research, you just go online, and you find stuff on YouTube and

Facebook, because that’s what everyone around me did. And we passed by doing that.

It’s crazy.

After coming to this realization, Farah determined it was her responsibility to get herself caught
up. She explained how difficult the learning curve was for her, and how challenging it was to get
herself up to speed in this area:

So, when I came here and started my MBA, I had a really hard time teaching myself,

because I’m an adult and nobody can teach me now, I mean, I’m in a grad school. I'm
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supposed to know everything. But I didn’t. So, it was really hard for me to teach myself

on site, how to do everything.

In addition to the academic challenges of adjusting to graduate school, Farah took on the
personal challenges of adjusting to life as both a full-time student and a full-time parent. I
wanted to learn a bit more about what her experience was like as a single mother with a young
child, studying full-time in a professional graduate program—how had she juggled the demands
of parenthood with her academic demands during that period? Her response: “It was tough, very
tough.” Farah explained that she forced herself to keep a very disciplined schedule that allowed
her to balance her care for Yasmin with all her academic responsibilities. Since most of her
classes were scheduled in the evenings, Farah was able to spend most of her days caring and
spending time with Yasmin, using the time her daughter napped or slept to do her readings and
write papers. On the evenings she had classes, Farah hired a teacher she had met and trusted
from Yasmin’s daycare as a babysitter. Farah strictly followed this schedule for the full two
years of her MBA program.

When I inquired if any of Farah’s family members visited or came to help out during that
time, Farah said that no one did—in fact, she revealed that she continued (and continues to this
day) to remain in the U.S. without a male guardian. Her younger brother, who had planned to
come to the U.S. after he graduated from high school, ended up changing his mind and decided
against it. Her father tried to talk her other brother into coming, but he also declined. As she
recalls:

My father talked to my other brother who was working at the time and told him he

needed to go stay with us, but [my brother] was, like, “You expect me to quit my job and
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go stay with my sister? No.” And so then my brother called me, he was angry [at me] . . .

It’s, like, even when you’re on the other side of the world, you’re still in trouble.
Meanwhile, Farah’s father continued to remain disapproving and concerned that she and Yasmin
were living alone. But Farah didn’t let that deter her, “He wasn’t OK with it, but [ mean, what
else could he do at that point?” she recalls.

I asked Farah if there were any other ramifications from not having a guardian with her,
aside from her father’s disapproval—were there any penalties from the scholarship program? Did
the Saudi embassy follow up with her? Surprisingly, she said there really were not any. The main
impact on her was financial—after her grandfather, her original guardian, departed the U.S., she
stopped receiving the guardian stipend from the scholarship program. Other than that, she wasn’t
penalized in any way, and no officials from the scholarship program or the Saudi government
ever followed up with her about it. As she states:

I mean, I knew I wasn’t following the exact policies, but it didn’t seem to be a big deal.

At the beginning when I was applying to the scholarship and the first time I traveled, it

was important that [ had a guardian’s approval, the signatures, on my paperwork, but

after that, it wasn’t really asked about.
Now that the guardianship requirement for travel has been lifted by the Kingdom, Farah reflects
back on her experience and wonders how much the scholarship program administration actually
cared about enforcing it in practice, especially as Saudi society became more comfortable with
the idea of young Saudi females s studying abroad, “I think when the scholarship program first
started, when it was new, [the guardianship requirement] was mainly for peace of mind for the

families, otherwise they wouldn’t let their daughters go. It was mainly a society thing.”
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Despite all the initial challenges she faced, Farah eventually found her footing, thriving
as a mother and thriving in her MBA program. As she honed legitimate academic research skills,
she found out that she really enjoyed the process of research, so much so that she decided to
pursue a doctoral degree. By the time she graduated with her MBA, she had already gained
acceptance to a Master’s degree program in global affairs, with the intention of continuing to
complete a PhD. After three years in Boston, Farah and Yasmin moved to New Jersey where she

would begin her studies at a large, highly ranked public research university.

Graduate Education: Master’s Degree #2 and PhD

At the time of our conversations, Farah had been at her doctoral university for about
seven years and was deeply immersed in her dissertation research. As planned, she had
completed her second master’s degree, in global affairs, and had gone on to complete all her
doctoral coursework and advanced to candidacy in a timely fashion. She and Yasmin are now
well settled into life in New Jersey, with Yasmin attending middle school in the local public
school district. Farah explained that her financial situation began to get easier after they left
Boston and after Yasmin became school aged. To her, the cost of living in New Jersey is far less
than in Boston and since Yasmin is at school for most of the day, Farah no longer needs to pay
for childcare as often. Farah shared that her academic/life balance has also become more
manageable. Since she completed her academic coursework, her schedule has become more
flexible as she no longer has obligations to attend in-person classes or as many rigid deadlines.
For the most part, Farah says she has developed a very disciplined schedule that allows her set

time to focus on her doctoral work and set time to focus on her daughter:
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I start working [on my research] as soon as my daughter leaves for school in the morning.

I don’t do errands or make appointments or anything else in the mornings. I work all the

way until she comes back, and then I stop. Unless I have a deadline. If I don’t have a

deadline, I stop, I do nothing. I stop because I am able to, because before I wasn’t [able

to] and I regret the time I had to spend working [when she was younger]. Because I

missed some things. And there’s nobody else that we have, like her dad, or whatever.

And if I’'m working all the time at home, she knows, she’ll still come to me and say,

‘Mommy, look at this” and she wants my attention, that’s just a fact. So, I just decided

it’s better if [ don’t try to work all the time. And when she’s home I want to spend time

with her, help her with her own homework and things like that.

Despite having adequate time to focus on her studies, Farah’s doctoral journey hasn’t
been without its challenges, especially regarding her dissertation. When I asked her about her
dissertation focus, Farah replied flatly, “it involves economic data about oil-rich countries.”
Noting her lack of enthusiasm, I gently questioned her on how she came to that topic. She
responded:

I don’t think I have any personal attachment or love for it, to be honest. My original topic

was not that. My original topic was something totally different. And I worked on it for,

like, over a year. It was more political. And then some, some events happened in the

world that made me realize maybe that I want to change my topic . .. So, yeah . . .
Farah did not share the details of her original topic, and being sensitive to freedom of speech
issues in Saudi Arabia I chose not to ask her about it directly. But she did speak broadly about

the concerns that led her to self-censor, “I didn’t want to publish it. I didn’t want to publish it
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under my name. [ was like, hmmm, freedom of speech is not everywhere, you know? And it
might be totally fine. And it might be not.”

Farah said that the decision to let go of her initial dissertation topic was extremely
difficult. Ultimately, the most important consideration came down to how her actions would
affect her daughter:

I took, I think, almost like two weeks just to, like, process the thought of it, like, should I

just throw all that away and start at the beginning on something totally unrelated? I was

thinking more about my daughter, you know? Like, do I really want to be known as a

name? But not really there as a mom? Or should I be, you know, like, there for my

daughter, for everybody in my family, and just like, you know, forget about that topic.

And I decided to do that.

I asked Farah how her dissertation advisor and committee responded to her concerns and
her decision to change topics. She said that they were understanding and supportive at the time.
Her chair advisor worked with her to brainstorm new topics, which is how she came to her
current topic. Unfortunately, though, Farah says she “wasn’t in love” with the topic from the
beginning and still “feels no passion”, even after spending more than two years working on it. To
further complicate matters, Farah says her dissertation committee has required her to make
several significant and unexpected changes to her research design. Farah goes so far as to
describe herself as feeling “despaired” about how her dissertation journey has panned out. As she
explains, “It doesn’t really feel like my research anymore. I really don’t feel that. And I feel bad
for myself because I'm like, I’'m doing all this work for something I don’t really care about, to be

honest.”
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At the time we spoke, Farah had resigned herself Sto her topic and the situation and was
trying to focus on simply finishing the work: “Now I’'m just going with the flow. I just want to
finish it,” she said. I asked her if she had a specific deadline or a timeline in mind, but she said
she did not. As detailed in the following section, Farah believes that part of her uncertainty about
finishing her doctorate stems from not knowing exactly what is coming next in the other parts of

her life—personally or professionally.

Future Plans/Goals

When I asked Farah about her post-PhD plans, she took an uncharacteristically long
pause before responding slowly, “That ... ’m ... ’m not sure.” After she completes her degree,
her student visa will entitle her to one year of Optional Practical Training (OPT) in the U.S.,
which she assumes she’ll be able to complete in some sort of post-doc role at her university or
another U.S. institution. But after that, Farah said she’s not sure about her plans, specifically
about when she and Yasmin will return to Saudi Arabia, or even if they will return.

Given all I had learned about Farah throughout our conversations, I wasn’t surprised
when she conveyed that she was uncertain about returning to the Kingdom. I speculated out loud
that it must be difficult for her, and especially difficult for Yasmin, to be faced with leaving the
U.S. after being settled here for over ten years. Farah concurred. She explained that although she
has mixed feelings, she herself is leaning toward wanting to go back, but she knows Yasmin is
vehemently opposed. Furthermore, Farah shared that there are many other complex factors at

play in her decision-making process as well, some within her control, but others not. As she puts
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it, “I can see all the pros and cons of [staying] here, and I can see all the pros and cons of [going
back] there.”

First and foremost is the issue of Farah’s visa and her ability to legally remain in the U.S.
beyond her year of OPT. Potentially she could secure a job with an employer willing to sponsor
the transfer of her student visa to a work visa. This would give Farah, and Yasmin, as her
dependent, permission to reside in the U.S. for the duration of the period of her employment.
Though the number of U.S. employers who are eligible and willing to do this is limited, and the
visa application process is long and complicated, it’s an avenue to consider.

But another very pressing issue is Farah’s legal and financial obligation to her Saudi
employer. Technically, Farah is still employed in Saudi Arabia by the governmental university
where she worked as a lecturer. Because the university sponsored her scholarship, she is
contractually required to return to employment there after she completes her terminal degree and
her year of OPT. Furthermore, she is expected to work at the university for the number of years
that she was sponsored for the scholarship, in a sense “paying back” the institution. I asked Farah
what the consequences would be if she didn’t return to the position. She explained that it’s
something she’s been trying to find out:

I talked to the dean from my department there. I talked to the dean of the governmental

scholarship and training program. Both of them don’t have the answer. They know that I

should be going back, but they don’t know what would happen if I didn’t. And, I’'m like,

I need to know!

Farah assumes that she would likely need to hire a lawyer to help her navigate breaking the

contract and would probably be on the line for paying the university a significant amount of
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money, neither of which is something she wants to get involved in if she can help it. Plus, she
says, she generally likes the job she had and wouldn’t mind going back to it: “That’s the thing.
That’s why I want to go back. Because I’'m comfortable living there. I have a job, a really good
paying job.”
At the same time, Farah is seriously worried about how Yasmin would adjust to living in
Saudi Arabia if they were return. Pre-COVID, they had generally gone back to visit their
extended family in the Kingdom for a couple weeks each year and Yasmin was friendly with two
cousins her age who she would see on those visits. But at the time of our conversations, their last
visit home was more than two years before, and Yasmin feels no strong connection to the
country these days. She has limited contact with her grandparents and cousins through
WhatsApp and no contact whatsoever with her father, Farah’s ex-husband. As a 12-year-old,
Yasmin is deeply entrenched in her social life and school and community in New Jersey and the
thought of moving away from her friends is almost unbearable. As Farah describes it:
At that age, your life is around your friends. That's, that's what's important for you. Like,
you don't care about the extended family or, like, any anything. You just want your
friends, you want your school, you want your friends. Like, even now, recently we talked
about moving to a different town [in New Jersey], and [ Yasmin] went crazy, you know.
It's like, the same country, same state, just like a different town, like half an hour away.
And she was crazy. She was like, ‘I'm not going to know anyone and I’'m gonna be like a
loner, at this age I can't make friends easily.” And I’m, like, ‘No, you can.” But yeah,
she's a shy person, so if she started again, it's just gonna give her a hard time to, to meet

people.
216



According to Farah, Yasmin’s tendency towards anxiety goes beyond what may be considered
average or healthy for most adolescents, so Farah has become very conscious about how she as
parent can best support her daughter’s mental health. Related to this, she explains a major change
she made to her approach to parenting over the past couple years, particularly about how she
communicates with Yasmin about the uncertainty of their plans for the future:

I was sharing with her maybe more than I should, and it affected her emotionally, and she
started to worry about everything, you know. And, and the problem is, I'm worrying
about stuff, but I can, I'm the one who's making these decisions [about our future plans].
She's worrying about stuff, but she doesn't have, like, she doesn't have the authority to
make the decisions. So, it just, it feels worse for her. After a while, I realized what was
going on, that she's just, like, worried all the time. And she really started worrying all the
time, and it was COVID time and it was like schools were online and she's not seeing her
friends and everything just came together. So, I decided I would only tell her some small
stuff, but not in detail. And nothing that's, like, not known. So only if it’s something

immediate that might happen in the near future. If it’s definitely happening, then yes, I'm

going to tell her. But I'm not going to worry her for nothing.

In addition to her concerns about Yasmin’s mental health should they move back to Saudi
Arabia, Farah is extremely worried about where Yasmin would go to school there. It’s not that
she questions the Saudi academic system: “I have no worries about the schools, I know that the
schools have improved so much even in one generation, it’s really amazing.” It is that she knows
that Yasmin doesn’t have sufficient Arabic language skills. Farah laments that she did her best to

speak only Arabic to Yasmin as she was growing up at home, but perhaps not surprisingly, after
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attending English-only public schools in New Jersey, English has become Yasmin’s dominant
language. About Yasmin’s Arabic, Farah explains: “She can speak it, she just decides not to. It’s
easier for her to speak English.” Furthermore, Farah knows Yasmin’s fluency in reading and
writing Arabic is not adequate to keep pace in a Saudi classroom setting at this stage of her
school career. Farah says the most likely scenario is that Yasmin would have to attend an
international school in Jeddah: “The American [international] school would be the better option
because it has the same exact curriculum as here. But it’s extremely expensive.” I asked Farah if
it would be likely then that Yasmin would want to return to the U.S. for college after finishing at
an international high school in Saudi Arabia. Farah replied that yes, it would be likely: “Yeah.
That would be hard. I’'m not gonna stop her. But it would be hard for me”.

As we were deep in discussion about all these variables Farah must consider in making
such a critical life decision, she threw forth another wildcard, “Did I mention I’m seeing
someone?” she casually mentioned mid-sentence: “So, yeah, that’s another consideration.” I was
caught off guard and found myself speechless in the moment—this was the only time a
participant in my research had disclosed any details about their social life in the U.S., let alone
their dating life. Farah went on to explain that she is in a serious relationship with a man who is a
U.S. citizen. She didn’t offer up additional personal details about him, and my researcher’s
intuition told me not to pry further. About their relationship, she shared that they have been
together for two years and consider themselves “committed.” As she explains it, they’re
currently in the process of figuring out “what comes next” for the relationship.

Wanting to learn a bit more, I asked Farah about the possibility of continuing the

relationship as a long distance one, if she were to return to Saudi Arabia. She expressed that she
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doesn’t think long-distance relationships, even ones for temporary set periods of time, are
maintainable, at least not for her. So, she wouldn’t agree to that option. On the flip side, I asked
Farah if she did return to Saudi Arabia, could she see herself finding a new partner there, at this
point in her life? [ was a bit confused when she answered rhetorically, “Sure. I mean, why not?”
To try to get clarity, I asked, “So, then, does that mean you’re not entirely committed to your
current partner?” She replied adamantly, “No, no, no, I am entirely committed to this person.”

I didn’t pursue the relationship questions further, but Farah’s coy responses led me to
presume that she and her partner may be discussing the possibility of marriage. Farah made
absolutely no mention of it, and I didn’t raise the issue, but I imagine that marrying a U.S. citizen
would alleviate a lot of the stress around Farah’s visa status, as she would be able to apply for
U.S. residency for herself and Yasmin through the sponsorship of her spouse. Farah did not share
her partner’s employment or economic status, but it also occurred to me that her partner could
potentially be in the position to share financial support and legal benefits with her. Getting
married wouldn’t necessarily be a magic solution for all of Farah’s uncertainties but it could
potentially give her additional options and resources.

As our conversation finished up, I circled back to Farah’s earlier comments about her
“leaning toward” returning to Saudi Arabia and the “comfortable” job and life that awaits her
there and asked, are there any parts of her life in the U.S. that she would really miss if she does
go back? Farah took the opportunity to reflect on how her life would be very different in Saudi
Arabia, specifically because she’d inevitably have more day-to-day involvement with her

immediate and extended family there:
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But at the same time, what I like here [in the U.S] that I don’t like there [in Saudi
Arabia], is that nobody is telling you . . . like, nobody is in your business, telling you ‘no,
do this, do that, don’t go here, go there’ It’s like, there, I would have the support of my
family, but I would also have the obligations [to them]. Like, the pressure and the
expectations. It’s not controlling, but it can be, because mentally it is. And I don’t like
that. Like, that’s one of the things I liked when I went away. Like, I don’t want people to
intrude in my life . .. [ mean, it’s very complicated . . .
Indeed, it is very complicated. Farah undoubtedly has a lot of critical decisions to make as she
winds up her dissertation and finishes her PhD. She truly has so many competing variables to
take into consideration, including the best interests of her daughter, the future of her relationship
with her U.S. partner, the expectations of her family, and her own needs, wants, and personal and
professional ambitions.
At the conclusion of our final conversation, I told Farah that I wished I had some good
advice or easy answers for her as she plans her next steps but found myself at a loss. Instead, all 1
could do was express respect and awe for all that she had accomplished so far—as a scholar, as a
woman, and as mother—and simply wish her good luck as navigates what comes next. Although
there may be no one clear and best path forward for her, if experience is any indication, one thing

is for certain—Farah will absolutely be charting her own way.

Summary and Analysis
Farah grew up in a privileged, multilingual household with international exposure—her

maternal grandmother was German, and her mother had spent summers in the U.S. This global
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orientation nurtured Farah’s early dreams of studying abroad. However, her family's support for
her ambitions was inconsistent: her ex-husband, her father, and other family members
disapproved of her decision to live and raise her daughter independently in the U.S., offering
neither emotional nor logistical support. Despite this, Farah persisted—often alone, underscoring
her fierce self-reliance.

Farah attended Saudi public schools and later completed a bachelor’s degree in
international business at a public university in the Kingdom. Though she appreciated aspects of
her education (e.g., access to sports in college), she felt let down by the gendered limitations
(e.g., limited curricula for girls, no sports for girls in secondary school) and the lack of training
in academic research. This gap became painfully evident during her U.S.-based MBA studies,
where she realized she lacked foundational research skills.

Farah married in Saudi Arabia during university, had a daughter shortly after graduation,
and was divorced within months of giving birth. Her husband’s refusal to follow through on their
plans to study in Malaysia derailed her original dream of studying abroad. After her divorce,
Farah saw a second chance to pursue her long-deferred dream. She applied for a scholarship,
navigated guardianship laws by convincing her 70-year-old grandfather to accompany her and
her toddler, and eventually moved to Boston to pursue an MBA.

Farah completed three graduate degrees in the U.S.—an MBA, a master’s in global
affairs, and is now completing a PhD in that same field. While she found supportive advisors at
times, her academic journey has been marked by institutional ambiguity and personal sacrifice.
She changed her dissertation topic—originally political and personally meaningful—due to

concerns about freedom of speech and her immediate family's safety, choosing instead a topic
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she has no passion for. This decision highlights the chilling effects of self-censorship even in the

Saudi diaspora.

Though Farah holds a lectureship position at her home university in Jeddah, she is unsure

whether she’ll return. Her post-PhD plans are deeply entangled in obligations to her sponsor

institution, visa constraints, her daughter's wellbeing, and her own desire for autonomy. She is

navigating whether to stay in the U.S. (potentially via marriage to her American partner) or to

return to a homeland that has changed tremendously in 12 years.

Case: Farah

Personal o Age35
e Previously married (divorced at age 25)
e Single mother to a daughter (age 12)
e In a serious relationship
Family Background e Urban, privileged socio-economic background

Grew up speaking English at home

Primary & Secondary
Education

Public schools in Jeddah

Undergraduate
Education

Undergraduate degree in international business from public
university in Jeddah

Graduate Education

Master’s degree in business administration from private
university in Boston

Master’s degree and PhD in global affairs from public research
university in New Jersey

Work/Career

Officially still retains lectureship position at her undergraduate
university in Jeddah

Future Plans/Goals

Uncertain

Table 4: Case Summary - Farah
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Chapter 9: Case Study #5: Aisha

A dedicated researcher, unafraid to be unconventional

“ .. 1T had like, no clue. I didn’t even know what the U.S. looked like. I mean, I hadn’t even
watched any movies. I had no clue what I was coming to.”

Introduction

In her mid-30s, Aisha is a faculty member and mid-level administrator in the department
of computer science at large public university serving Saudi Arabia’s rural, sparsely populated
southwestern region. The university is her undergraduate alma mater, and where she worked as a
teaching assist before the institution sponsored her scholarship for graduate study in the U.S.
Deeply thoughtful and introspective, Aisha was quite contemplative during both of our
conversational interviews. As someone with little knowledge or background in technology, I was
thankful for the patient way that Aisha explained her research to me and the insights she shared
about her experience as female researcher in technology.

Aisha came on my radar as a potential research participant after I came across an article
about her in her U.S. graduate university’s magazine profiling her exceptional involvement in
student leadership. The article covered Aisha’s deep engagement in creating global online
communities supporting Arab women who work and study technology-related fields and
highlighted that she had recently participated in a leadership retreat for women scholars-in-tech
sponsored by a major technology company. I reached out to Aisha, commended her on the
magazine article, explained my research, and invited her to participate. She agreed to participate,
and we met up online soon after for our first interview. At the time, Aisha, at age 33, had

recently completed her PhD in information sciences at an American university and was just
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beginning a post-doctoral fellowship at a U.S. governmental agency focused on health and
science research. She had already been in the U.S. for close to ten years, and was comfortable
and confident about staying for another year or even more, depending on what professional
opportunities arose after her post-doc.

Little did either of us realize at the time, but less than six months later, Aisha’s post-doc
would be cut short due to her visa expiration, and she unexpectedly had to return to Saudi Arabia
earlier than she anticipated. At the time of our second conversation, Aisha, now 36, has been
back for two years, living with her parents and siblings in her hometown, and working at her
alma mater, a governmental university. As will be described, Aisha has complex feelings about

her return and her life now, living and working in the Kingdom.

Family Background

Aisha was born and raised in a sparsely populated southwestern Saudi providence, just
north of the Kingdom’s border with Yemen. She explains that the region is known for being
much more “conservative and traditional” than other parts of the Kingdom. Not only is the area
geographically close to Yemen, but its cultural and societal traditions have more in common with
Yemeni traditions than Saudi ones. In fact, Aisha describes herself, as well as her family, as
closely identifying with Yemeni tribal culture. Growing up, she and her family rarely traveled
outside the region as major Saudi cities like Riyadh and Jeddah were only accessible by plane or
a full day’s drive on barren roads prone to sandstorms.

Aisha describes her family as being isolated in other ways as well. She explains that she,

her older brother, and two younger sisters spent most of their childhood in a small, rural,
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community without much direct influence beyond their parents and extended family members.
During her childhood, her father was quite religious and didn’t even allow the family to own a
TV. As Aisha explains:
He was more religious at the time. He felt TV was something outside of our tradition and
our religion, outside our beliefs. He didn’t approve of any TV whatsoever, even local
channels. Even if someone came by and dropped off a TV for us, one time one of our
uncles brought one, it wouldn’t stay for long, [my father] would remove it and take it
somewhere and break it.
As a child, Aisha was somewhat aware that she was missing out on learning about the world
beyond her immediate community, but she didn’t realize the full extent of her sheltered
upbringing until later. Reflecting back on her childhood, she says it’s difficult for her to fully
explain how insulated she was:

So, imagine my region, my community, my home life . . . even at school, going to school

we didn't have access, you know, people at school talking about something they saw on

TV and [ didn't.. . . you can’t even imagine this kind of bubble.

Aisha’s sheltered life changed dramatically, though, at age 15. That year her older brother
started attending the regional public university as a commuter student majoring in computer
science. He convinced their father to purchase a home computer with internet connection for the
home and Aisha was permitted to use the machine whenever her brother wasn’t using it. For

Aisha, accessing the internet literally allowed her to access the world. As she recalls:
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So, I got the internet when I was 15 years old. Oh my god, it was eye opening on the

internet. There was, like, a forum, so I go there and see so many people. They have

different houses, they have different things . . . like, oh my god.
Aisha still gushes when she thinks back to how incredibly formative this time was in her life:
“From that time on, I felt attached to online communities. Even now I feel connected to them.
This is why I became interested in information systems, and my research on social networks.”

Around the same time, she started accessing the internet at home, Aisha’s public high
school started offering basic computer science classes as electives. Aisha eagerly enrolled and it
quickly became apparent that she was a quick learner with a strong aptitude for all things
computer-related: “I remember they taught us, like, Visual Basic [a programming language] and
I was like, ‘oh what’s this?’ I was very good at the class because I had a computer at home. So, it
was something I became interested in”.

As she neared the end of high school and was considering what would be next for her,
Aisha found herself drawn to the idea of going to college to further explore computer science as
a subject of study and a potential career path. However, attending university was not necessarily
a given for Aisha. As will be detailed in the following sections, Aisha needed to overcome

significant obstacles, both literal and figurative, on her educational journey.

Undergraduate Education

29 ¢¢

Aisha consistently uses words like, “conservative,” “small,” and “close-minded” to
describe the community she grew up in. For these reasons, I was not surprised when Aisha

shared that she was the first woman in her extended family to consider going to college. She
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explained that most of the many female cousins in her extended family got married very young,
oftentimes instead of completing high school, “thinking back 15 years ago, our thinking was very
tunnel vision, very restricted.”

But Aisha’s exposure to the internet in high school helped her understand that an early
marriage was not the life she wanted for herself. And, as she learned more and more about
computers and technology, she became determined to go to college and pursue a degree in
computer science. The specifics of Aisha’s dream were modest in a sense—she wanted to attend
the women’s college at the same local public university her brother attended; she would still live
at home. Even still, her idea wasn’t necessarily embraced by her parents, and some members of
her extended family even urged her against it. As she recalls: “They were telling me, ‘It’s going
to be too hard, there’s no future in it . . . And I said, ‘I just want to go, just let me go, let me try”.
Thinking perhaps that Aisha’s older brother may have served as an ally, I asked if he helped
advocate to their parents on her behalf. Aisha said he didn’t really, “he wasn’t actively opposed,
but he wasn’t actively supportive.”

Eventually, Aisha won her parents’ support, and they agreed to let her apply. At the time,
computer science was a newly established department at the university’s women’s college.
Despite the highly selective admissions process and limited number of openings, Aisha was
accepted into one of the first female cohorts of students. Aisha reported that she thrived in the
academic setting. She excelled in her classes, furthered her programming skills, and explored her
passion for all things technology related. Furthermore, Aisha was greatly impacted by
interactions with, and mentorship from, her computer science professors, most of who hailed

from abroad—specifically from India and Pakistan. In addition to teaching skills and content
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knowledge, these professors taught her about career opportunities in the field of global
technology. Significantly, since all class instruction was conducted in English, Aisha quickly
gained professional-level English language fluency through day-to-day interaction with native
English speakers.

After she completed her bachelor’s degree, Aisha’s professors offered her a job as a
teaching assistant in the department. Aisha was honored by the offer and felt the position would
be a good steppingstone as she considered the next step in her career. Her parents, however, had
other expectations for her—they assumed that once she completed her degree, she would return
to the traditional path of marriage and starting a family. But Aisha wanted more. As she
explained:

I worked very hard in my undergrad. So, [my family] said, ‘Oh, yeah, you’ve just

finished your undergrad with this [high] score. So now you’re done with school.” But

from inside, even, I thought, ‘I want to do more!’ I had more inside me.
Aisha somehow managed to persuade her parents to allow her to take on the teaching
assistantship. She recalls, “It was really hard,” to convince them. The role allowed her to gain
valuable teaching experience and build even stronger connections with faculty in her department.
Soon, her faculty mentors began encouraging her to consider applying for graduate schools in
computer science. Aisha became excited about the possibility. She knew that a bachelor’s degree
would only take her so far in a career as a computer scientist. Any job she would be interested in
applying for would require a graduate degree in hand or require her to attend a graduate program
as a condition of hire. With a bachelor’s degree, her only option would be to apply for teaching

jobs in secondary schools.
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Aisha recalls that making the decision to pursue a graduate degree was easy for her; the
difficult part was trying to get her family to understand her decision:

I remember, I had to make a decision between going to teach at a [secondary] school or to

go into academia. So, I remember, like, making the decision. For me, I wanted to

complete my studies. [ wanted to pursue education more and more. And for my family,

they didn’t understand it at that time.
For Aisha’s family, the idea of her going to graduate school was virtually inconceivable. First
and foremost, it would require her to move away from home, as the only active graduate
programs for women in Saudi Arabia in her field at the time were in Jeddah or Riyadh.
Furthermore, due to the Kingdom’s guardianship policies and her family’s conservative
traditions, a male relative would need to travel and live with her. Aisha recalls one of her uncles
incredulously asking her if she was seriously considering “putting herself at risk” by going north
to the big cities and if she was “actually considering involving her family in that risk, separating
them from their work and home and the rest of the family?”” Aisha said she didn’t know how to
answer him. Little did he or any other members of the family know in that moment, Aisha was

setting her sights on graduate schools much, much, much further than a day’s drive away.

Graduate Education: Master’s Degree
When I ask Aisha about when and how the idea of applying to graduate school in the U.S. came
to her, she explained that her university heavily promoted the opportunity and actively

encouraged her and others in her position to apply for the governmental scholarship program:
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I knew that the university, they were supporting me, and I knew that they wanted people

to study abroad. And there was at that time, I think there was a kind of mindset, people

who wanted change. They wanted people, like, the younger generation, just to go and

study abroad and come back, and bring the change. So, I knew the university would

support me.
Aisha already knew that graduate school was the most strategic next step for her, but the
encouragement of her employer and her faculty mentors is what solidified her decision to pursue
graduate school abroad. The idea captured her attention immediately as there were so many
possible benefits. She was excited about the potential to attend a first-rate institution abroad,
make connections with international colleagues, and work on cutting-edge research in her field.
She knew that a degree from an international institution would be a huge asset to her resume and
set her up for success in any professional career. Furthermore, the sponsored scholarship would
mean that all her expenses would be covered, including a doctoral degree if she decided to
pursue academia even further. And to top it off, she’d have a guaranteed faculty position waiting
for her when she returned to the Kingdom. The plan made so much sense to her for so many
reasons, but there was one major hurdle to overcome—how in the world would she gain her
family’s support?

As Aisha thinks back to her younger self, she remembers what a challenging and lonely
position she was in at that time:

Reflecting back, it was very courageous. It wasn’t easy. It’s not really easy. I remember, |

had this kind of passion inside. I wasn’t really able to share it because nobody would
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support me. Even thinking about how difficult it was about making the decision to work

as a teaching assistant . . . it was all really hard.
Knowing there was no way her parents would support her, Aisha started working on her
application for the scholarship in complete secret, “From my family, from people around me. I
was like, doing that very privately. Nobody knew.” At the same time, she began to casually
mention the idea of studying abroad to her family indirectly. As she explains it, “The application
process takes time. Meanwhile, I started to open the conversation with my family, like, ‘Oh, I
know someone who . . .” or ‘There’s someone at work who . . .” or I was, like, ‘Oh, what do you
think about. . .” Over the course of several weeks, her parents became ever so slightly open to the
idea, and over the course of several months Aisha began to openly discuss the possibility with
her parents. By the time her formal acceptance letter into the scholarship program arrived,
Aisha’s parents were receptive to her going abroad but still had serious reservations. That’s when
Aisha began what she describes as a more targeted approach in addressing their concerns. One of
their major reservations was about the length of time she’d be away. In response, Aisha
speculated to them that she wouldn’t need to be gone that long—that her English was strong
enough that she probably wouldn’t have to take a full year of intensive language training; that
there might be a way for her complete her Master’s in less than two years and then be home. She
didn’t dare mention the possibility of extending her time to pursue a doctoral degree, and she
certainly didn’t raise the idea of staying on for a post-doc year.

Aisha’s patience and calculated strategy paid off. She says it took a full year and a half of
convincing, but ultimately, she gained her parents’ approval to attend graduate school in the

United States. Once the decision was made, Aisha moved quickly to solidify her plans. The
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family agreed that her brother would travel with her as her guardian; he was unmarried and had
the availability to stay with her in the U.S. for several weeks. But on the big day, just hours
before Aisha and her brother were scheduled to fly to Riyadh and then on to the U.S., an
unexpected pronouncement from their father jeopardized the entire plan. As Aisha recounts:
On the day of, when I’'m, like, okay, now I’m finally leaving, my father went to the
mosque to pray for us. When he was there, he asked the imam, ‘Is it okay that my
children are traveling?” Whatever the imam said, my father came home, he announced, ‘I
changed my mind. I will not let you go.” And, at the time, me, my mother, all my
siblings, we said, ‘Are you crazy! How can you change your mind now!” And oh, my
mom, she almost wanted to kill him because it’s like, how? He had been like one hundred
percent supportive, and he just changed his mind on the last day. She was like, ‘Do you
want my kids to go crazy? They can’t stay here! They have done everything. They are all
ready to go!” And, yeah, we all just, just cried, and asked him and begged him . . .
Aisha explains that part of the reason why she was so shocked at her father’s sudden change of
mind is because initially he was the first of her parents to give her his approval, “My father made
the decision, he was like, ‘Okay you can go’. And he was the one convincing my mother, helping
me convince my mother.” So, what then, does she think caused his last-minute cold feet? Aisha
speculates:
He’s a kind man, but I felt that he was very anxious. He was saying, ‘No. [ would be very
crazy, [ would be insane if I let you both go, to let two young, single, children go.” His

mind was filled with what that imam told him, like, quoting Islam and saying, ‘how can
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you trust them, man?’ Like, I think he was afraid he was being played [by us], like he

didn’t know what he was doing.
Fortunately, the family was able to talk Aisha’s father out of his last-minute ultimatum in time
for the siblings to catch their flight, but the situation felt harrowing for Aisha. She was laughing
genuinely as she told the story now many years later, but in the moment, she felt shocked and
devastated, “Oh, my god, like, now I’m laughing about it, but, oh my god, you don’t even know .

Aisha was intentional in selecting the U.S. as her destination for graduate school, and she
was intentional in selecting potential institutions she wanted to attend for the year of intensive
English language training included in her scholarship package. She joined online forums for
Saudi students who were already studying in the U.S. and asked for feedback and
recommendations. She purposely applied to language schools in large cities on the east coast that
were home to institutions with strong computer science departments. But still, looking back, she
admits she lacked a full understanding of what life would be like for as an international graduate
student in the U.S. She reveals, “But even then, I had, like, no clue. I didn’t even know what the
U.S. looked like. I mean, I hadn’t even watched any movies. I had no clue what I was coming
to.”

Aisha ended up being placed in Philadelphia for her year of intensive English language.

There, she attended a language school based out of a highly regarded private research university.
Despite “having no clue” what she was coming to, she quickly acclimated to living in the city

and seemed to have little difficulty adjusting to life in America. She developed close friendships

with other Saudi students from the language school and surrounding institutions and found
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herself thriving socially and academically. When it came time to research and apply for graduate
programs, Aisha hoped she could maintain the supportive community she had built for herself by
gaining acceptance at an institution in or somewhat near Philadelphia. At the same time, she
knew she would need to expand the geographical scope of her search if she wanted to find a
graduate program that matched her specific academic interests. She returned to the online Saudi
student forums to ask for advice on graduate programs offering degrees related to information
systems. Many of the recommended programs were based in universities’ colleges of business,
but given her strong background in technology and programming, Aisha wanted to find programs
housed within a school or college related to computer science. The feedback from the online
forums helped her identify several potential schools to apply to. The students posting on the
forums were also able to tell Aisha about the Saudi student presence at the various institutions
and answer logistical questions about campus culture, living arrangements, and more.

Ultimately, Aisha gained acceptance and chose to attend a graduate program in
information systems at a public research university near Baltimore, Maryland. The program had
a positive reputation and met all of Aisha’s search criteria. Geographically, the institution was
close enough to Philadelphia that she could easily travel back there on weekends. Aisha also
appreciated that she would easily be able to access the Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission (SACM)
and the Saudi Embassy in Washington, DC. Additionally, she was comforted to know that the
university had many other Saudi students enrolled and attending at the time.

The master’s program ended up being a solid match for Aisha. She dedicated herself to
her academic studies and became active in the Saudi student community on campus. Most

importantly she developed close connections with her several female faculty members who
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provided her with significant mentorship and advising support. Through these professors, Aisha
became involved in several professional organizations dedicated to supporting women in
technology. She attended international conferences and leadership trainings focused on
supporting women scholars and professionals in the fields of computer science, information
systems, and global technology. After two years flourishing in the academic environment, Aisha
completed her master’s degree and set her sights on applying to her department’s doctoral degree

program.

Graduate Education: PhD & Post-doc
Aisha’s acceptance into her department’s doctoral program was not a guarantee. One
major obstacle was her low score on the GRE (Graduate Record Examination)—Aisha’s scores
were not high enough to meet the admission requirements for her institution’s PhD programs.
Fortunately, her faculty mentors advocated for her during application review meetings:
I heard later that some admissions committee members did not want to accept me, or they
wanted me to retake the exam. But other committee members were, like, ‘We know her,
she’s a hard worker, she will be able to complete [the PhD program].’
Aisha is grateful for her faculty mentors’ support, “I think it helped me a lot. Because I knew
other Saudi students who didn’t get in.” Once accepted, though, Aisha still had to inform her
parents of her plans and secure their permission to remain in the U.S. for the time it would take
to complete her studies. Aisha recalls the intentional way she gained her parents’ support when

she returned home during the summer following her graduation from the master’s program:
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And then, after my master’s, I came back, and I revealed, ‘Oh, there is a PhD program.’

And they kept asking, ‘When are you coming back?’ and I was saying, “Well, since it’s

the same university as my master’s, they will waive my classes, and it won’t take that

long. . . And then I took six years to finish my PhD.

Aisha thrived during her six years in her doctoral program. Academically, she furthered
her passion for research and developed an interest in exploring ways that technology could assist
patient support in healthcare. She solidified a dissertation study on health information seeking
behavior among patients with chronic diseases, like kidney disease and long-Covid, and explored
how online question and answer platforms could support their treatment. Her doctoral advisor
and other faculty expressed great interest in her work and encouraged her focus on health
informatics. Outside of her studies, Aisha started a serious relationship with a fellow Saudi
student around her age. She also got more and more involved in professional groups dedicated to
women in tech. She founded the Saudi Arabian chapter of a global organization for women
working in technology and built an online community for Saudi Arabian women in computer
science. She planned and attended conferences and workshops across the globe and was invited
to a leadership retreat for female scholars hosted by a major American technology company.

Meanwhile, Aisha continued to return to Saudi Arabia every summer break to spend a
month with her family and reconnect and check in with colleagues at her sponsoring university.
As she neared the completion of her doctoral degree, she used these visits as an opportunity to
seriously consider if she was ready to return to Saudi Arabia, her hometown, and the well-paid
university position that was waiting for her. In some ways she felt ready. First and foremost, she

felt called to return to her family—her aging parents, her two younger sisters who were growing
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up quickly, and her older brother who was now married with young children. Additionally, she
had noticed what she described as “progression” and “major transformations” in Saudi society
over the course of her yearly visits, specifically the right for women to drive, that helped her
envision a somewhat independent day-to-day existence for herself. Furthermore, her colleagues
kept her abreast of major advances and growth in the university’s computer science department
and her supervisors began to discuss specifics about the type of role and projects she could look
forward to when she returned. As Aisha describes it, “I could see my potential there, big
potential.”
But at the same time, Aisha believed there was still more experience and connections she
could gain through an additional year or two in the United States. She speculated that having a
post doc or some sort of work experience in the U.S. might enhance her professional resume
even more and help her stand out among other scholarship returnees in her field. She recounts:
When I was doing my studies and meeting different people, being more connected with
Saudi female students here in the U.S., it was, like, a common theme with people, some
people come here [to the U.S.] just to get their degree, and they do it with the lowest
possible effort they need to do, and they go back. They don’t really want to go back, but
they don’t have any other option. They haven’t really built their profile in any way. For
me, I thought there is something more I can do. There is something more I can pursue.
For this reason, after she successfully defended her doctoral dissertation and graduated with her
PhD, Aisha decided to apply for the year of Optional Practical Training (OPT) she was entitled

to under her U.S. student visa. Her inner drive to succeed and achieve her dreams set in and she
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decided to set her sights high by applying to several competitive employment opportunities and
prestigious fellowships. Aisha was determined:

I’'m like, ok, let me stay here [in the U.S.] and make the most of what’s here and when I

go back, I can be more impactful. I wanted something more. I kept thinking about my

younger self, how I wasn’t able to share [my goals] with the people around me because
most of them weren’t enthusiastic.”

Aisha applied to several user experience research positions at top global technology
companies and was flown out for interviews for two of them. Although she didn’t land either
one, she felt that the interviews and the company visits were very good experiences for her.
Simultaneously, she put forth applications at various post-doctoral research opportunities and
was awarded a year-long fellowship at a U.S. governmental agency focused on health and
science research. Aisha concluded that the fellowship was the most strategic choice for her year
of OPT and accepted it eagerly. At the agency, she spent nine months working collaboratively
with other researchers using cutting-edge techniques to investigate technological approaches to
supporting the social and emotional needs of healthcare patients. It was the ideal extension of her
dissertation research and allowed her to gain hands-on experience applying innovative
techniques involving deep learning and Al. She also developed close relationships with her
supervisor and research team.

For all these reasons, Aisha was incredibly upset and disappointed when she learned she
had to depart the fellowship earlier than anticipated. Her student visa and OPT work status
expired one year after her graduation date—three months from the fellowship’s official end

date—and the governmental agency was unable or unwilling to sponsor a visa extension or
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transfer. After ten years as a student, living full time in the U.S., Aisha was suddenly required to

return to the Kingdom.

Work/Career

My second conversation with Aisha took place a little over two years after she had
returned to Saudi Arabia, and she had many updates to share. First, she filled me in on the
aftermath of her sudden departure from the U.S. and the premature end of her fellowship. When
she first learned the news that she had to leave, Aisha was devasted, but looking back with a
couple years of distance, she now sees it was “a good thing” that she was able to have the
fellowship as a “nice career bonus” at the end of her PhD. She feels positive about the time she
was physically present at the agency—as a fellow she was able to build collaborations, organize
workshops, and establish a positive relationship with her supervisor who she remains in regular
contact with. She also explained that the government agency was able to hire her on as an
international consultant and she was able to finish up the fellowships remaining three months
working online, remotely from the Kingdom. Her only regret is that had she stayed in-person
longer, “it could have turned onto something even more great, with even more collaboration.”

Another factor that helped ease Aisha’s transition back to the Kingdom was the fact that
her sponsoring university was incredibly eager for her return; “they actually had been pushing
for me to come back the moment I graduated [with the PhD],” she reveals. As had been
promised, the university’s computer science department had a highly paid assistant professorship
position waiting for her that she was expected to take on in return for the institution having

sponsored her scholarship to the U.S. Within months of starting the role, the university promoted
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Aisha to be the chair of the department. Soon after that, the university restructured, and Aisha
was promoted again, this time to executive manager of the college of applied sciences.

However, the rapid promotions were not exactly what Aisha expected. As executive
manager, she has substantial administrative leadership responsibilities and she says, “this is
something [’m not really enjoying.” For example, some of the tasks Aisha is now responsible for,
like representing the university at formal occasions and public speaking at major campus events,
are outside her comfort zone. She laments the way these leadership duties take her away from
her primary passion—research:

What I enjoy most is working on research, and having, you know, this kind of time for in-

depth insight and collaboration. But then I think, okay, this admin work, even though it’s

not something I enjoy on a daily basis, I’m still kind of, you know, learning a different set
of skills, which is valuable.

Aisha concedes that it makes sense that her university would want to utilize her for the
skills, experience, and mindset she brought back with her after her education abroad. She
recognizes that the institution sponsored her for studies for ten years and understands that they
would want some type of “return on investment.” But, at times, she feels overloaded with the
expectations and pressure from campus higher ups. While she has flexibility in some aspects of
her position, like her day-to-day schedule, choosing what classes she teaches, and what
conferences she travels to, she is also expected to be “on-call 24/7” for special projects and
assignments from upper administration. For example, as the junior administrator in her college,

and the only one with international experience, she says she is often invited to welcome and
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present to VIP guests visiting campus. For the most part, though, Aisha tries to see asks like this
as a compliment to her professionalism and recognition of her achievements:

About the generations, most of my colleagues are older than me and most of them did

their grad school here in Saudi Arabia, they haven’t, you know, had this kind of broad,

kind of outside experience. For example, there’s some guests, they kind of asked me to
go and talk to them, they think I have this kind of different perspective. So, yeah, it has
had a positive impact professionally.

Despite her many competing administrative responsibilities, Aisha still manages to find
some bandwidth to focus on her research interests. Although she regrets that she isn’t given more
time to “focus on deep exploration,” she reports that her department is always open and
supportive of faculty research interest in new technological areas and trends. Currently she is
exploring ways to extend her previous research from the U.S. to the local context of Saudi
Arabia. Specifically, she is working on a team with other Saudi researchers on the integration of
Arabic language recognition in Al developments. Aisha lights up with excitement when she
describes her group’s work, clearly demonstrating her aptitude and enthusiasm for collaborative
research.

Aisha’s energy is further buoyed when she shares that the Saudi government seems quite
willing to financially support the type of research that she and her team are pursuing. The
Kingdom has funded fully resourced Al research centers at many national universities, including
her own. She also explains that the Kingdom recently sent out a major call for proposals from all
Saudi universities and research centers around ethical artificial intelligence research and

applications, modeled after similar calls from the U.S. National Science Foundation (NSF).
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Aisha submitted two proposals: one in the emerging scholar category with herself as the
principal investigator and another as a co-principal investigator on a research team. Although
she’s heard that the response to the call has been overwhelming, with over 6000 proposals
submitted, Aisha is optimistic about the potential opportunity.

Aware of the tremendous enthusiasm and financial resources the Kingdom is putting
towards Al across all the Kingdom’s economic sectors, I asked Aisha if she would ever consider
putting her skills and experience to work in Saudi Arabia’s private sector. For the time being, she
is adamant that she wants to continue focusing on her research in an educational setting,
“because I still have this passion to explore in the health field, my interest in healthcare.” At the
same time, she has vaguely considered the possibility of working as a consultant for a private
company and might eventually take the idea more seriously in the future. She even described
being approached by private companies when she first returned to Saudi Arabia with her PhD:

I remember when I came back here, I was approached by some people. They said, ‘Oh

you have this great experience, you should come here, go there. . .’, and it’s, like, they’ll

give me more money, etcetera. But [ wasn’t really ready. I’m still thinking, ‘Oh I need to
update my resume’ and then I’ll think about it.
Aisha shared that her institution is supportive of faculty researchers who choose to pursue
consulting opportunities, and the university would permit her to pursue part-time or even full-
time work as a consultant. Until she is ready to pursue that route, she says that she is focused on
building her research profile and professional network across the Kingdom and internationally.
Continuing her international networking is an important priority for Aisha. She maintains

active professional contacts in the U.S. and has made a couple short visits to the States for
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academic conferences since she’s been back in Saudi Arabia. Ideally, she would like to return to
the U.S. for a more extended period, perhaps for another research fellowship. Her institution
offers faculty year-long research grants, and Aisha plans to apply for one of these in the next
couple years, with the intention of identifying a U.S. institution or organization to host her.
However, Aisha’s interest in returning to the U.S. is not simply for professional reasons.
As described in the next section, despite being relatively content with her current professional
situation in Saudi Arabia, Aisha still feels a deep attachment to the United States, specifically to

the woman she found herself to be there.

Home/Personal Life

When Aisha returned to the Kingdom after her ten years in the U.S., there was no
question that she would be returning to live with her family. Logistically, it made sense because
she would be working at the university near her hometown. Culturally, there was simply no other
option—in the culture of Aisha’s family and their region of the Kingdom, it would be extremely
taboo for an unmarried woman to live alone outside her family’s home. Plus, after spending ten
years negotiating for her parents’ approval to live abroad, Aisha couldn’t compel herself to argue
against yet another norm.

Aisha explains that the transition back to living with her parents and her younger sisters
in the house she grew up in was extremely difficult. Her family was understandably thrilled and
relieved to finally have her return, but Aisha’s feelings were much more mixed. For one thing,
her return to the Kingdom happened rather suddenly and not as she had planned; the stress

around her visa status and the early end to her post-doc fellowship was emotionally difficult for
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her. Furthermore, Aisha had spent ten years—her entire young adulthood—Iiving independently,
half a world away from her family. Under her parents’ roof, Aisha’s years of personal routines
and self-sufficiency were pushed to the side as she had to immediately reacclimate to her
family’s deeply traditional and collectivist cultural norms. Only now, two and half years later,
does Aisha feel like she has somewhat adjusted to this major life change.

One significant challenge has been the level of involvement Aisha’s parents expect to
have in her life. Aisha describes her mother as “very involved” and very opinionated about
almost every aspect of her day-to-day life. To relieve feelings of tension of resentment around
this, Aisha has developed a set of coping mechanisms. When she’s not busying herself with work
responsibilities, she finds solace in spending hours at the local female-only gym—one of the few
places where it is socially acceptable for women in her community to spend time alone outside
the home, “Going to the gym is now my sanctuary,” she explains, “but my mom asks me again
and again, ‘Why do you always need to go the gym? Why do you want to go the gym?’ But |
think now she is finally getting used to it.”

Aisha shared another example about her mother’s opinions on an upcoming three-day
vacation trip that Aisha and a girlfriend have planned to Turkey: “My mom keeps asking, ‘Is this
a business trip? Why do you want to go?’ She keeps saying ‘It’s not important . . . it’s a waste of

"”

money . . . you shouldn’t be traveling anymore!’” Aisha explains that she has learned to
respectfully tune out comments like these and move forward with her personal goals and choices

regardless. She has learned to “choose her battles” when it comes to engaging her parents and

getting their approval when needed:
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For the most part, I’'m adaptive and go with the flow, I don’t get into arguments. But if
really want to do something, I do it. Other people might first get their family’s permission
before taking action, like arranging plane tickets and visas for travel. I go ahead and do
everything and then I slowly bring up the idea to them like, ‘Oh, I’m thinking about

going to this work conference . . .

When I commented to Aisha that this approach sounds similar to the strategy she used to secure
her parents’ permission to study abroad for graduate school, she laughed at the idea: “I’m not
sure if [ would call it a real strategy, but it works!”

Aisha’s time living at home has not been without its benefits, though. Despite the
challenges, she does truly appreciate being back with her family. As might be expected, she has
been able to develop strong relationships with her brother’s young children, a niece and nephew,
and she has greatly strengthened her bond with her younger sisters, both of whom live at her
parents’ home as well. But one unexpected benefit of returning to live at home is that Aisha now
has had the time and perspective for self-reflection, specifically reflection on who she is as a
person, and how her time and experiences in the U.S. helped form that self-identity. She shares
that one of her first points of reflection came during a conversation she had with one of her
sisters when she first returned. It was the first time a family member recognized and commented
on how her experience in the U.S. made her “different” and how she herself began to actively
notice this difference:

I was really surprised, my sister said, ‘You were, like, there in the U.S., you lived there in

the U.S., and you had no boundaries, no family.” And in this Saudi society there is like
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this kind of restriction. And now that I am back here, I have, like, an active awareness of

this restriction.

Since that conversation, Aisha has noticed other ways in which her time abroad has
shaped her perspectives and ways of thinking, and how her ways of thinking may differ from that
of the average Saudi:

It's made me, maybe, a more well-rounded thinker in terms of having multiple

perspectives, you know, having more empathy, more understanding, more caring. When [

was in the U.S., I was a foreigner, I was considered a foreigner, and now here in my work
there also is foreigners. I mean, the faculty members, there are some people from India,

Sudan, Egypt. So, I feel more relatable to those coming here to work. For example, the

citizens I have seen, that the citizens here in Saudi Arabia, I mean, people they kind of

look at the foreigners like they're coming and their taking our opportunities, you know.

My Saudi colleagues, I can see, kind of they are not comfortable working with them, and

I think my experience being abroad kind of gave me this kind of insight, to be more

inclusive.

Aisha also believes that her time living abroad helped her develop a very strong sense of
self and the need for time and space for self-reflection, “I feel like I am more connected to
myself, you know, to my feelings. I kind of have more understanding of myself.” She referenced
her need for “alone time for thinking” at the gym and pointed out that her colleagues and family
members don’t seem to have a similar need. Aisha expresses that the difference feels especially
pronounced when she interacts with her sister who is two years younger than her: “I can see the

difference in how we understand ourselves.” For Aisha, self-reflection is also deeply tied to
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spirituality. She is the only participant in this research study who explicitly commented on her
family’s Islamic religiosity and the only participant who referred to her personal religious
practice. Aisha believes that her time abroad had a profound impact on her spirituality, but she
finds herself disappointed that she hasn’t been able to maintain that same level of intensity now
that she is home. As she reflects:

Being you know, in the U.S. for a long time and by myself for a long time, it made me

more spiritual, I feel more connected to myself. Actually, I miss it. Here [in Saudi

Arabia], I can’t find time for myself. It felt more spiritual for me there, when I would go

pray. I mean, I don’t even feel it here.

As the examples above illustrate, Aisha’s return to the Kingdom has presented her
benefits and challenges to navigate in both her professional and her personal life. In terms of
benefits, she is thriving in her university position utilizing the skills, experiences, and mindsets
she worked so hard to develop while abroad. In terms of challenges, at times she feels
overwhelmed by the high expectations set forth by her institution and finds herself wishing for
more time to focus on research. Personally, she is appreciative of the quality time she can now
spend with her family but struggles with the lack of agency she holds in leading an independent
life in the way she did in the U.S.. She values the high level of self-awareness and self-
understanding she developed while living abroad but feels challenged by the fact that other
Saudis, including her own family members, can’t necessarily relate to her way of thinking and
being. The following section will explore some options that Aisha is considering in terms of

future next steps.
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Future Plans/Goals

As described above, the start of my second conversation with Aisha started on an
optimistic note as she shared the exciting updates about her professional achievements and
promotions at her university. Aisha explained that she felt good being back in the Kingdom, even
if it wasn’t on the exact terms and timeline that she had planned for:

I remember when I would come visit here 4 or 5 years ago, | would ask myself if [ was

really sure I would want to come back here, you know. But then later, because, you

know, there has been big transformation in Saudi Arabia, women are now able to drive,
there is a lot of things. . . So, I feel now, I'm fortunate, you know, to come back at this
time. And, you know, because now it's very different. And I always feel I wanted to be
part of that change. So, it feels really good. I still miss the U.S., but there are a lot of good
things here, like my family. I am lucky that I was able to return home and establish
myself here.

However, as the conversation continued, I noticed a subtle change in Aisha’s voice and
presentation. It was late evening on her end, she was dressed in loungewear, and her face started
to appear tired. She excused herself a few times, presumably to close the door, or to hush her
sisters, who she said were in the next room. Sensing she was tired, sad, stressed, or otherwise not
in the mood to converse, I gently suggested we conclude, but Aisha insisted that we talk more.
As we continued, she took longer and more thoughtful pauses before answering my questions. |
still wasn’t sure if she truly felt up for talking, but her responses were deep, introspective and

incredibly reflective. It became clear that Aisha wasn’t necessarily tired or stressed—she was
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experiencing melancholy. It wasn’t so much that she wanted to talk; it was that she really wanted
someone to listen.

We had already passed the point in the conversation where Aisha had described her near-
term professional goals—applying for Saudi government grants to fund her research and
negotiating an international research fellowship through her department—but Aisha wanted to
circle back to the topic again:

And again, I'm still thinking of my personal stuff, while I'm still attached to the U.S..

Yeah, I spent more than 10 years there, so I have this kind of good memories there. But,

um, also my boyfriend is there working there. He's between Saudi Arabia and the U.S.;

he’s doing some business. So, he's now there. So, it’s still not clear, but I'm thinking if we

have kind of official thing, I might go there for a year while he’s there and then we can
see.
Aisha hadn’t mentioned a boyfriend until this moment. I was unsure how much she wanted to
share about this aspect of her personal life, so I refrained from asking a follow-up question about
him until the end of the conversation when I casually asked if it was a serious relationship. Aisha
explained that it was a complicated question to answer:

In our culture, my boyfriend has to first propose to my family, to my father especially.

And if he gets permission we can go further. It’s like the official arrangement. You know,

it’s the kind of thing that gets kind of complicated. [My parents] know about it, but they

don’t really approve of it while he’s not now residing in Saudi Arabia. And they think
that, ‘oh, you spent these years that far away, so we don't want you to leave again to live

and go abroad’. So, this is an ongoing conversation.
249



After Aisha shared this information, I immediately realized that this complex situation
was likely a source, if not the main source, of her melancholy mood. I also immediately realized
that this was the piece of information she had wanted to share with me, to get off her chest. This
was the part of her story that Aisha needed me to listen to. Sadly, I was at a loss to offer little
else. With no immediate advice to give for a situation of this complexity, I thanked Aisha for her
time and her story, wished her good luck, and concluded the call.

After the call, I spent some time envisioning myself in Aisha’s shoes—36 years old, a
PhD holder, an accomplished and respected academic researcher, university professor and
administrator. Aisha—who lived on her own for ten years in a country a world away from the
rural community she was born into. Aisha—a brilliant, capable, and grown adult woman, being
told who she can and cannot not marry, and where she can and cannot live. Aisha—using her
well-tested “strategy” to do what she wants to do regardless. Aisha— hopefully now happy and
successful wherever she may be.

Summary and Analysis

Aisha grew up in a conservative, rural region of Saudi Arabia, near the Yemeni border, in
a family that closely identified with tribal traditions. Her upbringing was highly insulated: her
father forbade television and her access to global culture was extremely limited. Her family was
not wealthy but maintained a stable, modest lifestyle. The turning point in her socialization came
at 15, when her brother’s university studies brought a computer and internet access into the
home. This opened Aisha’s world, igniting her passion for technology and online community—a

theme that would shape her entire academic and professional identity.
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Despite her strong academic performance, Aisha’s family’s resistance to her attending
college, working, or studying abroad was intense. Her parents, particularly her father, held rigid
gender norms; her extended family warned that pursuing higher education would bring “risk”
and social shame. Aisha navigated all this resistance alone, using strategic persuasion, silence,
and selective disclosure to gradually win her parents’ reluctant permission to study and then to
travel.

Aisha was the first woman in her extended family to attend college, earning a degree in
computer science from a regional university. Her English fluency and early access to technology
positioned her as a standout student. Encouraged by foreign faculty mentors, she took a teaching
assistant position at her Saudi university and secretly applied for a government scholarship to
pursue graduate study in the U.S. Her family finally consented, but not without her father’s last-
minute attempts to reverse the decision. Once in the U.S., Aisha thrived academically and
professionally, thanks in part to strong mentorship from female faculty. She founded an online
community for Arab women in tech, engaged in leadership training, attended major conferences,
and developed an academic niche in health information systems and patient support. Her PhD
research applied Al and deep learning to patient behavior, blending technical and human-
centered concerns. Faculty supported her throughout, including advocating for her admission to
the PhD program, despite her low GRE scores.

Upon her return to Saudi Arabia, Aisha assumed a faculty role at her alma mater, was
promoted to department chair, then to executive manager of her college. While these roles reflect
her competence and value to the institution, she feels disconnected from administrative tasks and

longs to return to focused research. She continues to build proposals around Arabic-language Al
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applications, while also maintaining ties to her U.S. research networks and planning a potential
return via an international research fellowship.

Aisha is unmarried but has been in a long-term, serious relationship with a Saudi man
living between the U.S. and Saudi Arabia. She desires to continue the relationship—possibly
through marriage and a future return to the U.S.—but faces strong family disapproval, especially
given his residence outside the Kingdom. Marriage, in her context, requires explicit parental and
especially paternal approval, limiting her autonomy over personal decisions despite her
professional maturity and achievements.

Case: Aisha

Personal e Age36
e Unmarried, but in a relationship
Family Background e Born and raised in a rural province, close to Yemeni
border
e Conservative upbringing
Primary & Secondary Education e Attended local public schools in home province
Undergraduate Education e Bachelor’s degree in computer science at regional
public university in Saudi Arabia
Graduate Education e English language studies in Philadelphia
e Master’s degree and PhD in information systems from
public university in Maryland
Work/Career e Faculty member and administrator at regional public
university in Saudi Arabia
Future Plans/Goals o Continuation of career in research and academia

Table 5: Case Summary — Aisha
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Chapter 10: Case Study #6: Rudaina & Maryam

A close-knit mother-daughter duo—friendly, effusive, and eager to succeed
“My mom told me that I have to go to the United States and learn English.” -Maryam

“I always say those seven years were an incredible time in our life for our family.” -Rudaina

Introduction

I first met Rudaina when I was assigned as her English conversation partner through a
volunteer program coordinated through one of her English language institutes. Over the course of
an academic semester, we met together about once a week for informal conversations at coffee
shops or settings near her school or mine. The topics we chatted about varied and flowed
naturally from our positionalities. We talked about our respective educational and career goals,
cultural differences between the U.S. and Saudi Arabia, motherhood, marriage, and more.
Rudaina was new to learning English at the time, and my Arabic language skills are extremely
limited, so the depth of our conversations were somewhat surface level. Despite the language
barrier, we connected as partners. Rudaina was effusive, outgoing, and always eager to ask
questions and learn.

Rudaina often mentioned her husband and her children during our conversations. I came
to understand that she was living in the U.S. with her husband, her teenage daughter, Maryam,
and her young son, Hassan. I met both children briefly on one occasion when they accompanied
Rudaina to one of our meetings, but they were both quite shy about speaking English, so I was

not able to interact with them much. At the time, my understanding of the Saudi governmental
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scholarship program was limited, and I didn’t fully understand the mechanics of why and how
Rudaina and her family were in the U.S. I simply understood her to be an English language
learner, a woman around my same age, and my conversation partner.

After that first semester, Rudaina transferred to another language institute, and we no
longer saw each other or communicated regularly, although we kept in touch casually through
messages on WhatsApp. During that time, [ was paired with other female conversation partners
from Saudi Arabia and my knowledge of the country, the culture, and the governmental
scholarship program developed into a significant research interest. Several years later when it
came time to seek participants for this research study, I reached back out to Rudaina to check in
and see if she would help disseminate my recruitment materials. To my surprise, she replied that
she would love to be a participant and her daughter, Maryam, would as well. As they had both
recently graduated from U.S. graduate programs in business administration and biomedical
engineering, respectively, they both met the study’s eligibility requirements.

I conducted my initial individual interviews with Rudaina and Maryam just one month
after each of them had graduated with their master’s degrees, and only two days before the
family was scheduled to return permanently to Saudi Arabia after living in the U.S. for seven
years. Both women, Rudaina, now age 44, and Maryam, now at age 24, had dramatically
developed their English language skills. My conversation with Rudaina was much more fluid
than when we had been simply conversation partners. Still extremely friendly and effusive, she
now spoke to me much more easily and in more detail about her personal story, her U.S.
graduate school experience, and her family’s seven years in America. I learned that it was

Rudaina who spearheaded the family’s decision to move to the U.S., and who took responsibility
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for charting her and Maryam’s educational journeys in U.S. higher education, as well as
Hassan’s experience in the American public school system. In my one-on-one conversation with
Maryam, I was pleased to get to know her as a poised young adult, rather than the self-described
very shy teenager I had recalled during our first brief encounter long before. Although she was
still a little shy, she shared openly with me about undergraduate and graduate school experience
in the U.S. as well as her excitement and trepidation about returning to the Kingdom as a young
adult jobseeker with an international master’s degree.

During our second individual interviews, almost three years later, Rudaina, now age 47,
and Maryam, now age 27 and recently married, updated me on their family’s transition back to
Saudi Arabia. Maryam, now more confident than I ever imagined she could be, described her
path into the Saudi professional workforce and her excitement about her life as a newlywed.
Rudaina, meanwhile, detailed a few of the personal challenges she and the family felt upon their
return to the Kingdom, some of the new mindsets and perspectives she has observed in herself
and her children, and the difficulties she’s faced trying to get a personal entrepreneurial business
idea off the ground

Rudaina and Maryam both describe their relationship as extremely close and both
referenced their tight bond several times in their individual interviews. As both women spoke in
detail about their mother-daughter relationship, and specifically how it impacted their graduate
school experiences and their shared time in the U.S., I decided to pair their stories together in one
case study. I believe their journeys, both as individuals, and intertwined as a mother-daughter
duo, provide a unique perspective in this study that would be lost had they been considered only

as individuals.
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Family Background

Rudaina was born and raised in Jeddah. She married her husband, Abdullah, when she
was 19 and the two lived in a home in Jeddah near Rudaina’s parents and extended family.
Rudaina gave birth to the couple’s daughter, Maryam, at age 20. Eight years later, their son,
Hassan, was born. Rudaina describes herself as a mother who has always been very involved in
her children’s lives, particularly in their educational and career paths, but her close connection
with Maryam extends beyond what might be considered a typical mother-daughter relationship
in Saudi or U.S. culture. Both Rudaina and Maryam consider their parent-child dynamic to be
more like a close friendship. As Maryam explains, “My mother is always my best friend.”

As the family of four moved to the U.S. when Maryam was 17 and Hassan was nine, the
seven years they spent living in the U.S. had an enormous impact on the family as a whole and
on each member as an individual. Rudaina reflects, “I always say those seven years were an
incredible time in our life for our family.” As will be discussed in the following sections, during
the time they were in the U.S. the family rooted themselves in Maryland, developed close
friendships with others in the Saudi expat community, and overcame many challenges together.
Both Rudaina and Maryam achieved graduate degrees at institutions in the
Maryland/Washington, DC region, while Hassan spent his formative years in the U.S. public
education system attending elementary, middle, and two years of high school in Maryland.
Abdullah, the family patriarch, joined his family for the first few months in their new country,
but later he needed to return to his full-time job with a private company in Saudi Arabia.

Eventually, he developed a schedule with his employer by which he could come to the U.S.
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several times per year, staying with the family for periods of 4-6 weeks at a time and engaging in
their day-to-day lives as much as he could. During the weeks he was back in the Kingdom,
Rudaina and the children kept in communication with him daily.

Maryam describes her immediate family as always having been very close-knit and
highly communicative with one another, but somewhat insular from outsiders. This quote from
her describes her family members and her personal dynamic with each of them:

I would say they are so private. They don’t like, I mean, to communicate with people,

especially my father, to be honest. My father is a little bit strict. He doesn’t like to take

risks. But if you don’t take risks in your life, you will not learn. I’'m always trying to tell
him that, but he doesn’t understand me at all.

My brother, he is still young. I mean, he’s trying to learn from me. My mom is so
close to me and so helpful to me. She helped me a lot to build my personality, helped me
to overcome many obstacles.

Both Rudaina and Maryam often use the word “supportive” when discussing the way
their family interacts with each other, specifically when it comes to supporting one another’s
educational and career goals. Rudaina explains that the primary reason she and her husband
decided to come to the U.S. was to support Maryam and Hassan’s educational and career goals.
Referring to Maryam, Rudaina says, “I wanted to support her education and English learning so
she would have advantages and opportunities for jobs.” Referring to Hassan she says, “I wanted
him to learn English and support a good education for him.” Rudaina also mentions feeling
support from her husband for own educational studies in the U.S., and financial and emotional

support from her own parents for the family’s decision to move to the U.S..
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Maryam uses the word “supportive” in describing her feelings about her mother’s
graduate studies in the U.S.: “I mean, I was supportive. I was so happy for her. I was trying to
convince her to take classes. I mean, it's very good for her when she is trying to return back to

her country. I mean, she will have a good advantage. She now has a master’s degree”.

Primary & Secondary Education

Rudaina did not share many details about her own primary and secondary school
experiences in Saudi Arabia. Instead, she discussed her commitment to Maryam and Hassan’s
schooling and explained that she and Abdullah always wanted to prioritize education for their
children. For this reason, they chose for the siblings to attend private primary and secondary
schools in Jeddah.

Maryam’s recollection of her experience at her private primary school is not very
positive, “It was not that good, I mean in terms of the way of teaching.” But her high school
experience was very different in a positive way, “I mean, it was an amazing school. I mean, the
way that the teachers were dealing with students when they needed help. And at the end of every
year, we had to submit projects or portfolios, something like that. So, this was very helpful.”
Maryam’s assessment of her schooling experience in Saudi Arabia is very much informed by her
comparing her own experience to her younger brother’s experiences in American public schools.
She remarked that she was so pleased to see Hassan’s elementary and middle schools integrating
project-based and team-based learning as she herself did not have the opportunity to learn
through those modalities until high school, “I see here, my brother, they are doing all of the

things, I mean, since elementary.”
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Most of Maryam’s high school classes were taught in English. Though she enjoyed
school and liked the content of her courses, her lack of firm skills and confidence in speaking
and writing in English was a major limitation for her. Maryam was able to successfully graduate
from her private high school with her diploma, but she knew her struggles with English would
continue if she went on to a Saudi university. Whether public or private, most Saudi university
programs are taught in English. Maryam explains her struggles and how her mother encouraged
her to work through them:

And I was so weak in English to be honest. My mom told me, ‘You are good in all of

your classes, but you have weaknesses in the English, and you have to improve your

English’. I tried so hard to improve my English by myself. But it was so difficult to me.
Around this same time, Rudaina saw an advertisement on Saudi television about the
governmental scholarships for international study abroad. The scholarship program was in its
early stage and was actively recruiting general participants. At that time, almost anyone could
apply and receive full funding to go abroad for English language training, and undergraduate
and/or graduate studies. The program was gaining popularity, and many everyday Saudis,
including some of Rudaina’s relatives, were participating, departing Saudi for the U.S., the
United Kingdom and other English-speaking countries by the hundreds. It was then that Rudaina
had the idea that Maryam should apply for a scholarship to study English in the U.S., and that
she, Hassan, and Abdullah should go along with her.

Maryam explains that she was somewhat shocked by her mother’s proposal. Although the
scholarship program was being talked about everywhere in Saudi media, it had never occurred to

Maryam that her parents would suggest that she apply or that the whole family would be
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considering accompanying her abroad. As she had described earlier, she sees her parents as
relatively private people who are not overtly adventurous. To Maryam, the whole idea was
completely uncharacteristic of them. For her part, Maryam was not opposed to studying in the
U.S., but she didn’t necessarily feel a strong pull. But, as she was only 17, she had no real choice
in the matter: “My mom told me that I have to go to the United States and learn English,” she
explains, “I was thinking I’d just go to take some language courses and return back to my
country.” At no point did she ever imagine she would be spending seven years in the U.S.,
enrolling in countless English classes, and achieving both a bachelor’s degree and a master’s
degree. And she certainly never considered the possibility that her own mother would achieve a

master’s degree during that same time as well.

Undergraduate Education

Part of the reason Rudaina was so adamant that Maryam should succeed in college is
because she herself feels regretful about her own undergraduate experience and the lack of
opportunities she had in college. Rudaina graduated from high school in the 1990s and
immediately married Abdullah. Rudaina had always planned to go to college and Abdullah
supported her in this goal. Soon after their wedding, Rudaina matriculated at the women’s
college at a well-known public university in Jeddah, commuting to campus daily from their
home.

In terms of choosing a major, Rudaina had only two options: Medicine or Arabic
literature. The programs offered at the women’s college at the time were essentially limited to

the only career choices that Saudi women were permitted to have in that era: doctor or teacher.
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Rudaina felt no calling to be either, but she always enjoyed reading, writing, and studying
Arabic, so that is the route she chose. As she explains:
You know, in the past, in my country, we didn’t have, like, a lot of careers [for
women]. Studying business was not an option at all. We had to be a doctor or a
teacher, or something like that. So, I decided to, because I like Arabic language and
like grammar, I really like reading, I decided to have this major. But I have regrets,
because it has, like, only one way. You study this major, you need to be, like, a
teacher. You don't have any other option.
Being a university student and a newlywed was challenging for Rudaina, but things became even
more difficult when she became pregnant with Maryam during her first year. She gave birth to
Maryam over her summer break and took a leave of absence during the following term to care
for her. Fortunately, she and Abdullah had the resources to hire a nanny to support Rudaina so
she could return to the university after her semester-long leave. But still, Rudaina struggled to
juggle all her competing responsibilities as a mother, wife, and student. She eventually
transitioned to part-time student status, finally completing all her degree requirements several
years later than she originally planned. Soon after that, she gave birth to Hassan. At that point,
with two young children to care for, Rudaina did not have the bandwidth to pursue further
education or to consider trying to enter the Saudi workforce. Like most Saudi women of her
generation, she became a fulltime homemaker. As her children grew older, Rudaina took stock of
her life and realized that she felt disconnected from the goals she had for herself when she was a
younger woman, “I couldn’t find myself. I had barely finished my degree, I wasn’t working, I

was only raising my children.”
261



It was around this time that Rudaina began noticing all the media coverage about the
Saudi government’s international scholarship program, “I saw an announcement on TV and
immediately thought about it for my daughter.” She began to research the program and ask
around about it to family and friends. Some of her cousins were studying in the U.S. through the
program and were having a good experience. She investigated the program policies and the U.S.
visa requirements, and a plan began to evolve in her mind:

I wanted my daughter and son to study in America, so we decided to come as a family.

Me and my husband, my son and my daughter. I decided to make my daughter and my

son study here. My daughter would be eligible for an F-1 student visa when she turned 18

and could study at a language institute. But my son was too young and could not go to

school here without a parent who had a visa. So, I decided I would apply for an F-1

student visa too. I decided to study here in America.

Rudaina knew that her vision of moving the entire family to the U.S. was ambitious and
would be challenging to pull off. For one thing, neither she nor Abdullah had more than very
basic English abilities. She knew this would present challenges both when it came to living day-
to-day life in America and in completing important administrative and logistical tasks like
applying for visas, finding housing, accessing medical care, and more. Secondly, although the
family had some limited experience traveling abroad for vacation around the Middle East and
Asia, none of them had ever visited an English-speaking country or a country in the Global
North. Rudaina knew that every aspect of U.S. culture would be new and unfamiliar to all of

them. Despite all this, Rudaina found herself wholeheartedly dedicated to the idea of her children
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studying in the U.S.. She vowed to herself that she was willing to do whatever it took; nothing
would stop her.

Rudaina’s plan came together at a time when the government scholarship program
was at its peak (KASP Phase I as described in Chapter 2). Scholarships were being granted to
large numbers of Saudis at all levels and the policies around which majors scholarship recipient
could study and which universities/institutions they could study at were broad and somewhat
flexible. Saudis with little or no English could receive funding to attend up to a year of training
at language institute programs and then return to the Kingdom. Scholarship recipients could also
apply for admission at U.S. universities during their English language training. If they received
an acceptance letter, they could apply to have their scholarship extended to cover a full degree
program, whether it be undergraduate, master’s, or doctoral. For Rudaina, this flexibility
sounded ideal—the family could live in the U.S. for six months while she and Maryam attended
language school. If all went well at the language institute, Maryam could possibly apply to
undergraduate programs in the U.S..

With all this in mind, Rudaina and Maryam applied for and gained acceptance letters to a
private language institute in Maryland. Mother and daughter were each granted F-1 visas to enter
the U.S. as international students, and Hassan was granted an F-2 student visa as Rudaina’s
dependent. Abdullah was granted a tourist visa which allowed him multiple entries to the U.S.
and the ability to stay for up to six months at the time. Rudaina revealed that the decision to
come to Maryland instead of any other state was not necessarily profound. The family had a
friend who was already living in the state and reported that it was a nice place with many other

Saudis living there and in neighboring Washington, DC and Virginia. Rudaina thought it might
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be a good idea to live near someone they knew and close to communities of other Saudis. She
had also heard that there were many language institutes, colleges, and universities in the
Maryland, DC, and Virginia area and thought that it might be strategic for Maryam if she
decided to apply for a degree program. Other than that, they had no real connection or familiarity
with the state.

Both Rudaina and Maryam recall their early days in the U.S. to be a whirlwind. Maryam
finds it difficult to even articulate the initial feelings she had when they landed in the country:

I mean, it was so weird, it was all so new. I mean, I was thinking, oh my god, am I really

in the United States? I don’t know how to explain it, to be honest. Initially, I was afraid. I

mean, [ didn’t know how to speak, I didn’t know how to communicate with people. But

people were so nice to me, to be honest. The big difference was all the people. In my

hometown, everyone is the same nationality. But here, I mean, there are different people

from different countries. It was so surprising to see all of these people.
At the recommendation of their family friend, the family found housing in a large apartment
complex in a Maryland suburb outside of Washington DC, not far from the language institute
from where Rudaina and Maryam planned to study. Rudaina registered Hassan with the local
public school district, and he started attending third grade in the district’s English Language
Development (ELD) program for foreign-born and multilingual students. Once these immediate
needs were sorted, Rudaina and Maryam started taking their classes at their English language
institute.

Both women were enthusiastic as their first few weeks of classes began. When it had

been decided that Rudaina would be taking English classes alongside Maryam, she said that her
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aptitude for school and learning was “awakened again” in her. As Rudaina explains, “I
remembered that I like to study. I love to study English language, to have English studies. I love
it. I wanted to read more academics and do many things to improve my English language”.
Though Rudaina was much older than most of the other students at the language institute, she
jumped right in, approaching all the coursework, extracurricular activities, and special social
programs with a positive and open attitude. Her progression through the coursework was slow
and challenging, but she was diligent about doing the work and keeping pace as best she could.
As for Maryam, she easily acclimated to the intensive language study. She rapidly
progressed through the various levels of courses at the language institute, and, as expected,
quickly advanced ahead of her mother. Maryam also quickly developed friendships with many of
the other young Saudi international students studying at the same institute, most of whom lived
nearby in the same suburb. Together, they became a close-knit community of young expats with
a shared nationality, getting together to study and socialize after classes and on weekends, and
swapping advice and hints on living in the U.S.. As a result of these friendships, Maryam began
to feel more comfortable and confident about the idea of attending an undergraduate university
program in the U.S.. She connected with other Saudi women who were already in the Saudi
government scholarship program and attending local universities in the Maryland region. Their
experiences convinced her that she could and should do the same. Rudaina and Abdullah fully
embraced this plan, and Rudaina even began to consider that she would apply for the scholarship
to attend a master’s degree program in the U.S., so she could remain in the country to support
Maryam in her studies and allow Hassan to continue at his school. The whole family began to

feel excited about extending their time in the U.S..
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Unfortunately, at the exact time the family was making this decision, major changes were
occurring in the administration of the Saudi scholarship program. The year was 2015 and King
Salman had just taken reign after King Abdullah’s death. With little advance notice, the
Kingdom announced that the scholarship program was transitioning to a “third phase” known as
“Your Job, Your Scholarship.” Significant new restrictions were immediately put in place on
who could apply for the scholarship, which institutions they could study at, and what disciplines
they could study. New requirements were put into place about how much English language
training would be covered by the scholarship funding and the level of English students had to
achieve before they were eligible for the university degree scholarship program [?].

The announcement caused an uproar for Saudi students who were already abroad and had
been planning their educational goals around the scholarship’s previous policies. Students like
Maryam and Rudaina, who had planned to apply for the scholarship from abroad, were told they
were no longer eligible to do so and that they needed to return to the Kingdom and apply from
there in accordance with the new policies. According to Maryam, hundreds of Saudis contacted
the Saudi Arabia Cultural Mission (SACM) in Washington DC to express their concerns. She
explains: “Some students were saying it’s unfair to us, we came all the way here, but now we
don’t have the opportunity to get [a degree]. How can we return back now? We have nothing to
show.” Maryam describes the situation as “a mess” and laments that there was no way they could
have foreseen the sudden change coming, “It was very stressful, very confusing, very difficult.”

Rudaina also references this time as a significant obstacle during the family’s time in the

U.S.:
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You know, it was so difficult. When we came here from our country, we depended on the
scholarship for me and my daughter. So, then, I was so surprised, the scholarships got
shut down. It’s so difficult when you are in another country, so difficult. You have no
idea what to do. So, basically, the scholarship, like, shut down immediately and then all
of a sudden, they said, ‘no more money for you or your daughter, for both of you.” We
couldn’t go back without degrees, we needed to complete something. Especially for my
daughter, we had to have the scholarship.”

Eventually SACM offered a concession to students in Rudaina and Maryam’s situation.
They would be automatically granted scholarship funding for two semesters of English language
training at the U.S. language institute of their choice. During that time, to secure further funding,
they needed to complete 30 credits of English language instruction and gain an acceptance letter
to a degree program at an accredited institution. Rudaina and Maryam moved forward cautiously
optimistic about their ability to meet these requirements. Little did they know that many more
obstacles, big and small, would continue to challenge them in their academic journeys. They
would soon come to learn that they only had themselves and each other to navigate them through
them.

After the SACM concession, Rudaina and Maryam both transferred to a new language
institute that had a stronger academic reputation (this is the institute where I met Rudaina and
became her language partner) and continued with their English studies. After the first semester,
Maryam decided to transfer to another language institute at a local community college with the
idea of simultaneously taking some general education courses there to improve her chances of

getting accepted into a bachelor’s degree program elsewhere. She started taking classes at the
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language institute but soon learned that she wasn’t eligible to take additional classes because she
had not yet taken the IELTS English proficiency exam and didn’t have a score to submit.
Maryam is now incredulous that she had not previously learned about what she now knows is a
very basic and important requirement, “First of all, they told me that I don’t have, like, an
English proficiency exam. I didn’t know about that. Nobody told me that you have to have this
exam to apply to a university of college.”

Eventually Maryam finished her 30 credits of English training and took the IELTS exam.
She quickly received admission to a bachelor’s degree program at a public university in
Washington DC where some of her Saudi friends also studied. Thrilled to have an acceptance
letter in hand, Maryam submitted her application for the Saudi government scholarship. Rudaina
and the rest of the family were relieved and excited for Maryam as she started her first semester
of classes as a full-time undergrad student studying biomedical engineering. There was only one
major problem—SACM was starting a list of “approved institutions” for scholarship recipients,
and Maryam’s university was not on the list. She would not be able to continue at the university
past the first semester.

Maryam tried to take this new obstacle in stride. She asked around among her network of
Saudi international student peers for advice. One friend recommended she apply to private,
religiously affiliated university in the city. The university was approved by SACM and had a
reputation for being welcoming of Saudi scholarship students. Maryam submitted her application
and was accepted into the university as a sophomore transfer student. Her scholarship transferred
to the university without issue and Maryam was able to continue taking classes toward a major in

bioengineering. After so many fits and starts, Maryam had finally found her academic home.
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Socially, the adjustment to the new university was slow for Maryam. She explains that
she sees herself as a very shy person by nature. so making new friends is challenging for her in
general, and the language and cultural barriers added an extra layer of difficulty. She also
described the general student population at the new university as generally less friendly and open
than the students she met at the community college and her language institutes. However, by the
second semester, Maryam had connected with a group of other young Saudi women at the same
institution, many of whom quickly became close friends and part of her support network. She
also eventually obtained a part-time, on-campus job in the technology services department as a
technician and became friends with her fellow staff members who were also students. Maryam
said many of these friends were also in her same classes and were able to give her advice on
recommendations for courses and professors in the biomedical engineering department.

Through her friends’ advice, Maryam learned that her university offered an accelerated
master’s program for undergraduate students in bioengineering. As she was doing well in her
major-related classes, she decided to apply and was easily accepted. After three years, Maryam’s
successfully completed her bachelor’s degree and seamlessly transferred into the life of a
graduate student, with the Saudi governmental scholarship continuing to fund her tuition and
expenses. The following section will describe Maryam’s graduate student experience, as well as
the graduate school experience of Rudaina who eventually joined her daughter on a path to an

advanced degree.

Graduate Education
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Rudaina did her best to support her daughter as Maryam tried to navigate entry into the
scholarship program and a U.S. undergraduate program, but policies like the English proficiency
exam requirement and the SACM-approved list of institutions were new and confusing to her as
well. Plus, Rudaina was struggling to go through the process herself. Not only did she want to
stay in the U.S. to support Maryam’s and Hassan’s educations, but she also wanted to stay for
herself. She decided that she really wanted to get an advanced degree so that she herself would
have something to show for herself when they returned to the Kingdom. She started dreaming of
starting her own business focused on her passion for health and wellness and thought that a
master’s degree would support her in that endeavor. She also considered that she might finally
have the time and confidence to work outside the home when they returned and knew that a
master’s degree would improve her chances. Rudaina considered these thoughts to be in line
with what many other Saudi women had begun thinking: “I think, especially now, Saudi women
like to, like to be independent. They like to benefit their selves and their children, and the people
in their life. This is what I see.”

Furthermore, Maryam had really been encouraging her mother in her education and
career-related plans. She kept Rudaina motivated to complete her English training courses and to
start applying for graduate programs. At times, Rudaina felt like Maryam was providing her with
more support and assistance than Rudaina could ever provide to her. Maryam shared her lessons
learned about all the technicalities and requirements of the scholarship application process with
her mother and helped her pull together applications for U.S. graduate programs. Maryam
ensured that Rudaina took an English proficiency exam and knew which institutions were

SACM-approved: “I relied so much on my daughter,” says Rudaina.
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Rudaina’s biggest challenge in getting accepted to a SACM-approved master’s program
was that she didn’t have anywhere near same level of academic qualifications as her daughter. In
fact, Rudaina recognized that her academic qualifications were objectively below average. She
was applying to U.S. graduate programs as a non-traditional aged international student, with a
20-year-old undergraduate degree from a foreign university, only average TOEFL scores, and no
GRE score:

It was so difficult to find admission, especially for me, because if I wanted to study, like,

business or something like that, I would need to do many courses. Or, you need to do,

like, GREs. You need to have high grades for TOEFL. Or, you have to have high grades
from your bachelor’s university.
Eventually, Rudaina received acceptance to a master’s in business administration at a small
private, religiously affiliated university in Maryland. The university is small and not well-known,
and Rudaina is not exactly certain why their admissions requirements were so much “easier”
than other universities, but she was not concerned. The university fit the Saudi scholarship
requirements and had accepted her to their MBA program. To Rudaina, this is all that mattered.

Perhaps not surprisingly, graduate school was extremely difficult for Rudaina. Almost
every aspect was new and challenging for her, “I didn’t know how to write a research paper. |
had to teach myself,” she explains. Fortunately, Rudaina’s good nature, positive attitude, and
perseverance was recognized and appreciated by her professors: “They were so supportive of me.
They gave me extra time to complete things. If I got a bad grade on an exam, they gave me a

chance to retake it. They helped me like I was a baby. They were so supportive.” It was a long
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and challenging two years, but Rudaina persevered and eventually fulfilled all the program’s
requirements. She obtained her MBA.

At the same time Rudaina was pursuing her MBA, her daughter was starting her
accelerated master’s degree program in biomedical engineering. When asked how she chose
biomedical engineering as her discipline of focus, Maryam lights up with enthusiasm. She
explains that she grew up with a close childhood friend who had a prosthetic leg, and she had
always been fascinated by his experience. She recalls reading about and researching about the
science of prosthetics as a young child, eager to support her friend. As she grew older, she
learned about jobs related to designing prosthetics and supporting users of artificial limbs and
thought it would be a good career choice for her.

Maryam’s graduate program gave her ample opportunities to explore this interest and
build her knowledge and skills. One of her most memorable experiences from the program was
an extended project she worked on all semester on with a team of classmates. The group
researched and collaborated on a paper about material options for fitting inside lower-body
prosthetics to increase users’ comfort. Maryam connected exceedingly well with her teammates,
describing them as, “so friendly, so helpful.” The day of their final presentation was an
unforgettable one for Maryam:

I will never forget that day. We had to present some slides in front of some professors

and the dean and other students. We did like a presentation and a poster. I mean, because

[ am so nervous in general. I’'m so nervous to present in front of people, it’s so difficult

for me, I’'m so shy. It was a challenging day. And I did it. I don’t know how, but I did it. I

definitely can’t forget that day.
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Maryam graduated with her master’s in biomedical engineering in the same semester in
the same year that Rudaina graduated with her MBA. The whole family attended both
commencement ceremonies in the same month. After seven years in the U.S., mother and

daughter had finally achieved their educational goals.

Work/Career/Future Plans

I conducted my initial individual interviews with Rudaina and Maryam just weeks after
their graduation ceremonies, only days before the family was scheduled to move back to their
hometown of Jeddah. At the time, both women were bursting with pride as they detailed their
degree achievements with me. They both expressed feeling a twinge of sadness as they packed
up their household and readied themselves to leave the U.S., but their overall attitudes were of
extreme excitement and optimism about returning to the Kingdom. Due to COVID-19 travel
restrictions, it had been two years since the family’s annual summer trip to their country. Now
they were all finally returning home, both mother and daughter having their graduate degrees in
hand, at ages 44 and 24, respectively.

Maryam was particularly giddy with excitement. She was glowing with pride and
effusive as she proclaimed how she felt after her graduation: “I feel like my character’s been
changed. I mean, like, I’'m now an independent woman.” I asked Maryam to tell me more about
the ways her graduate school experience and her time in the U.S. had changed her. She
responded:

Oh, it’s changed a lot! I feel like I’'m more stronger with my personality. In the past,

when I had two options, I didn’t know how to choose the right option. I wasn’t feeling,
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like, I am responsible for the option I would choose. But now I feel like I know why I am

choosing the option.

And, also, I feel independent. I mean, I feel I can do anything. I faced many
difficulties, especially while I was trying to join the scholarship. [ mean, I know now if |
face a problem, I can find a solution. It’s not difficult for me at all. When I was in my
home country, I find, like, I always asked my mom or my parents. Now it’s been very
good for me to learn how to do things. I will teach my children this way.

Maryam cited several instances of when she practiced independent problem solving while
in the U.S.. She navigated visa paperwork requirements with five different schools/institutes. She
learned how to drive and secured a U.S. driver’s license. She helped her parents understand the
terms of the family’s rental apartment lease. And she learned how to successfully interact in day-
to-day life with people who were sometimes frustrated or impatient with her imperfect English.
But Maryam said that the most important thing she learned during her time in the U.S. was the
importance of being true to herself above anything and anyone else. As she explains:

When I came here, I came to understand that you have first to think about yourself.

Before you think about other people, about what other people are saying about me. . .

When I came here, I realized that I am first. I have to think about myself first. In my

home country, we have to be concerned with other people, but I mean, if someone

doesn’t want me, why do I have to follow them? I can live alone. I can build myself,
think about myself. The people here taught me that, to be honest.

Maryam shared that she often encouraged her mother to practice this lesson as well:
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[In my country] parents worry too much about their children. It’s not a waste of time, but

I mean, they have to think about themselves [too]. The children will grow up and they get

married, they will build their own life. I always tell my mother: you have to think about

yourself, you have to love yourself [first].

Abiding by her own advice, Maryam’s most immediate priority for herself as she
prepared to move back to Saudi Arabia was to secure a job: “I have to find a job. I have to collect
money. [ have to create a base for myself.” At the time of our conversation, Maryam already had
two in-person interviews scheduled with prospective employers for the week after she arrived in
the Kingdom. She explained that many biomedical engineering related companies, both Saudi
and international, were rapidly expanding across the Kingdom and she felt optimistic about her
future career prospects. Maryam said she couldn’t wait to start working. She explained that she
was also really looking forward to being able to drive independently in the Kingdom: “In the past
I always suffered, having to ask people to drive me everywhere. Now I will have a car, and I will
drive myself. I will not ask anybody to drive me anywhere,” she vowed.

As enthusiastic and ready as Maryam felt about returning to the Kingdom, she wasn’t
discounting the idea of someday returning to the U.S. for further studies. She had secured an
acceptance letter to her university’s PhD program, valid for two years: “I’m planning on
returning here for a PhD someday, maybe in four or five years after I get married. I hope when I
come here again, it will be with my own family, my own children”.

As Rudaina prepared for the family’s return to the Kingdom, she shared much of her
daughter’s enthusiasm and optimism, but her perspective was a bit more tempered. She was

excited about new possibilities and opportunities she had been hearing about in the Kingdom,
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especially new governmental initiatives supporting women entrepreneurs. Using her learnings
from her MBA studies, she had already begun working on a business idea for an international
website focused on marketing health and wellness resources to the Arab market and really hoped
that she would be able to tap into these resources to further develop it. Rudaina said she
considered her budding business idea to be her biggest accomplishment from her time in the
U.S., and she was looking forward to expanding it when she returned to her country:

You know, when I came here, I just wanted to learn English. But I learned here that if

you work hard, you can get whatever you want. The MBA can give the principal skills to

start a business, but you need to do your own work. I researched, studied, and did the
thinking, and I made my business [plan] happen.

At the same time, Rudaina was cautious about how the family would manage the
transition back to the Kingdom after living in the U.S. for so many years. She explained: “You
know, this situation is not just for me, but for many people. They came to America and study and
see and change many things in their life. They come back to their country, and it is not easy. It
will be very difficult.” Rudaina said she wasn’t worried about how Maryam would adjust to life
back in Saudi Arabia—she knew her daughter was returning with “many advantages and
opportunities for jobs.” However, she was concerned about her son, Hassan. His first three years
in the U.S. had been challenging as he adjusted to a new life in a new country. Now that he had
finally gotten settled in the U.S., he would be leaving again, in the middle of high school. She
said she hoped he might be able to return to the U.S. for college through the scholarship
sometime in the future and mused that perhaps she and Abdullah could return with him and

maybe she could take classes in marketing at an American university. Rudaina was also
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bittersweet about leaving the community of fellow Saudis the family had gotten to know while
they were in the U.S.: “These friends are not just like any friends, you know. Because when you
are not in your own country, when you’re in another place, you feel like these friends are like
your family. You can ask them to help. You can ask them for anything, you can borrow some
money from them.”

My second individual interviews with Rudaina and Maryam took place almost three years
after they returned to Saudi Arabia. I was excited to hear their life and career announcements.
The most significant updates came from Maryam, who was more poised and confident than ever.
Career-wise, she had just started an exciting new job after outgrowing the previous position she
had held at medical device company that she had started working at when she first moved back
to the Kingdom. Although her work at the medical device company had been closely aligned to
her biomedical engineering background, she had felt that it was time to try something new and
decided to explore careers in logistics and supply chain management instead. She explained the
reasoning behind her decision: “So, I started to feel I'm not growing. I'm at the same point. I
cannot develop myself. I cannot see a future with this company. I saw some information about
supply chain careers; it's like a bright new future career here in Saudi.” Although her new
position doesn’t directly make use of her biomedical engineering background, Maryam doesn’t
mind. She explains that her priorities have evolved toward other factors:

This position will help open for me many opportunities in other companies. I mean, I can

go with the aviation companies, with an oil company. You know, we have Aramco, this

is my dream, to have like a position at this company, because, you know, it's very
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difficult now to find a company with many advantages, like good health insurance, like

benefits.

Although she says she’d still consider returning to the U.S. for further studies, she says that a
PhD is no longer something she’s interested in, and she’s actually more likely to consider pursue
an MBA degree or a project management certification, perhaps even in Saudi Arabia or through
an online program:

I was thinking about not taking PhD because, you know, a PhD here in Saudj, is just for

people who want to work in a university, in academics. But the higher education here is

now good education. If you have, like, a master’s in business. Now business is the best

major to have. So, I would maybe take an MBA or project manager program.
Unfortunately, Maryam said that her English language skills have not been useful in either of her
jobs so far. She said that she is considering starting to study Turkish and Spanish, as those
languages seem to be most in demand from the companies she wishes to work for.

Another major update from Maryam was that she had gotten married since the last time
we spoke. She was glowing with happiness as she told me about her new husband, Rayan. When
I asked her about how they had met, I was intrigued to hear that Rayan had been a fellow Saudi
international student she had met when she was in the U.S.. Rayan was in the U.S. studying
engineering and attending flight school for a pilot’s license. They had seen each other two or
three times and talked very briefly during a summer class they were both taking at the public
university in Washington, DC. A few months later, a close female friend of Maryam’s happened
to be chatting with another Saudi student who turned out to be Rayan’s brother. The brother

casually mentioned, “Oh, Rayan wants to propose to Maryam when we finish university.”
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Maryam was surprised, but happy when the news got back to her. The two stayed in touch over
the next couple years while they finished their degrees. Rayan returned to the Kingdom a year
after Maryam and her family, and by then she was more than eager to receive his proposal.
Rayan wanted to wait until he secured a job, so could prepare a financial dowry as is required by
Saudi law, but Maryam was adamant that she would not wait longer: “I was 25 or 26 at that time,
I was getting older. I told him, ‘I will not wait. If any other man knocks on my door, I will accept
him.””

Rayan quickly found work in Saudi Arabia as an airport evaluator and eventually
proposed. However, in an unfortunate turn of events, his father passed away rather suddenly after
the engagement was announced. This meant that the couple’s engagement celebration and
wedding celebration, typically hosted by the groom’s family, were scaled backed dramatically in
size from what would be typical of a Saudi wedding. Maryam said that she did not mind at all, as
she is not one to enjoy the spotlight. Instead, the couple took a short honeymoon trip to the
Maldives and have since settled into a happily married life in Jeddah where they are both
employed. Maryam shared that both she and Rayan appreciate that they have the commonality of
both having studied abroad in the U.S. in the same place, at the same time. She said they both
enjoy reminiscing about the U.S. and what they miss.

Maryam told me that she had told her mother all about Rayan well before the proposal
and that Rudaina supported the match from the beginning. For her part, Rudaina had only
positive things to say about Maryam’s husband, the relationship, and the marriage. In fact, during

our second interview, Rudaina conveyed that she was relieved that Maryam was now married

and settled. Rudaina’s attention had shifted to supporting her son, Hassan, with his educational
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plans and transition to adulthood. She shared that Hassan had his heart set on returning to the
U.S. after graduating from his Saudi high school, but the plan wasn’t working out for him. He
had received admittance to a bachelor’s program at a university in Virginia to study criminal
justice but, unfortunately, the Saudi government’s international scholarship program had been
reduced more and more over the past few years—the numbers of scholarships being offered now
were much lower now than in past years and the scholarship criteria had become increasingly
selective, especially for the undergraduate level. Hassan’s application was not approved and
there was no way the family could afford to send him to Virginia on their own. At the time we
spoke, Hassan and a Saudi friend were currently taking a year of university classes in the United
Kingdom, researching alternative scholarship options through the UK government in the hope of
reducing their tuition costs. There was even talk of Hassan applying to attend universities in
Spain or Russia, locations where he believes tuition fees and the cost of living will be more
affordable.

Clearly, Hassan’s future was weighing heavily on Rudaina during our second interview.
Her demeanor was much more contemplative than in our previous conversations, and she seemed
nostalgic for the time her family spent in America. She asked me lots of questions about the
weather in Maryland and the schedule of the annual cherry blossom festival and revealed that she
often looks back at family photos from their U.S. years. Rudaina shared that it has been more
difficult than expected to return to the Kingdom, referring to some unspecified personal
challenges. One positive development is that she now has a job, working for a company that does

marketing for small businesses. The job is part-time and she’s not particularly excited about the
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work, but she sees it as a steppingstone—she is earning income and gaining experience to help
her pursue her true passion—getting her own business off the ground.

Rudaina lamented that she hadn’t yet had much success with getting her health and
wellness website up and running in the Kingdom. Even small things, like transferring the
company’s social media accounts to her new Saudi phone number, had been tripping her up. She
had explored some of the Saudi government’s new initiatives for female entrepreneurs and even
applied for a governmental grant to receive incubator funding, but her application was not
accepted. Applying for the grant did help her tap into various other business development
resources, however. She was invited to attend a series of workshops for prospective
entrepreneurs at the KAUST campus near her home and found it useful for networking and
making contacts.

As she works to build financial capital for her startup, Rudaina is also exploring the idea
of taking marketing classes online, applying for online business coaching programs, or even
getting certified to offer coaching herself. She said that online education programs and certificate
programs have been gaining popularity in the Kingdom since the COVID-19 pandemic and that
employers are now more accepting of them. She explains, though, that her availability for these
types of programs is limited, “The issue is time. [ don’t have time. All my free time is spent
trying to make my business successful.” She remains optimistic that success will come her way
in due time: “You know, you have to be patient to reach your dreams,” she reminds herself.

At the end of my second individual interviews with Rudaina and Maryam, I asked each of
them to reflect on how the other was doing now that they had been back in Saudi Arabia.

Interestingly, both women had almost the exact same responses about each other. Maryam
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expressed she was proud of her mother: “From my perspective, she is trying to build her own
website, trying to get her own work, her own business. I think this is the good thing about her.
She’s trying to build herself.” Rudaina said that she is happy about her daughter’s marriage and
that she had a “nice” job: “I am always encouraging her to improve her job and knowledge. She
is always improving things for the better. We are both always updating and improving. We are

always asking, ‘how can we develop ourselves?”

Summary and Analysis

Rudaina and Maryam’s story is uniquely intergenerational: a close-knit mother-daughter
pair who jointly navigated academic life in the U.S. Rudaina, a homemaker with no professional
experience, spearheaded the family’s decision to relocate for Maryam’s and her son Hassan’s
education. Although financially stable, they were not part of Saudi Arabia’s elite, and their
education abroad was made possible largely through the government scholarship program.
Rudaina’s initiative and deep maternal commitment—not just support but co-participation—
underscore her role as a matriarch navigating structural limitations for the benefit of her children
and herself. Maryam’s growth into independence, confidence, and professional ambition was
catalyzed by her mother’s support. Both women describe their bond as more than maternal—it is
described as a mutual friendship.

Rudaina’s earlier educational experience in Saudi Arabia was limited by era-specific
constraints: few options for women beyond teaching and medicine. After an interrupted
university education and years of being a homemaker, she revived her academic goals by

enrolling in English training and eventually earning an MBA in the U.S., despite linguistic and
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institutional hurdles. Maryam began with weak English skills despite attending a private Saudi
English-language high school. Her U.S. education pathway included language training,
community college, undergraduate study in biomedical engineering, and an accelerated master’s
in the same field. Her transformation from a shy teenager into a confident professional reflects
both personal growth and systemic navigational skill.

The family’s decision to migrate to the U.S. was initiated by Rudaina, who was inspired
by public attention to the Saudi government scholarship program. It was a visionary decision,
motivated by her desire to ensure educational and economic opportunity for her children. The
move was made despite the family’s lack of English fluency and international exposure—an
enormous cultural and logistical leap, led by a woman who had never previously left the Arab
region.

Both Rudaina and Maryam faced institutional hurdles in the U.S., especially due to
sudden policy changes in the Saudi scholarship program (e.g., the transition to the “Your Job,
Your Scholarship” phase). They had to navigate obstacles such as eligibility shifts, institutional
approvals, and English proficiency exams. Rudaina’s graduate school experience was marked by
academic gaps, which she overcame with faculty support and personal determination. Maryam’s
academic journey was smoother due to peer networks and academic performance. She thrived in
project-based engineering work and credits her team experiences with boosting her confidence.

Maryam entered the workforce upon returning to Saudi Arabia, initially in biomedical
engineering, then pivoting to supply chain/logistics—a growing and prestigious field in Saudi.
She is no longer interested in a PhD but may pursue an MBA or project management

certification. Maryam met her husband, Rayan, during her studies abroad, and they reconnected
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later in Saudi Arabia. She portrays their marriage as a partnership of equals, supported by her

parents. Maryam's agency in setting the terms of engagement (pressuring Rayan to propose

rather than wait) reflects a shift in generational gender dynamics.

Rudaina works part-time in marketing while attempting to develop her health and

wellness website business. Despite bureaucratic and logistical setbacks, she remains optimistic

and committed. She has pursued workshops, networking, and grant applications through the

Saudi government to support her entrepreneurial goals. Rudaina is a woman who navigated

migration, education, and entrepreneurship in midlife. She took leadership of her family’s

academic futures while pursuing her own long-deferred ambitions and she continues to push

forward independently.

Case: Rudaina and Maryam

Rudaina
Personal e Age 44 (first interview); age 47 (second interview)
e Born and raised in Jeddah
Family Background e Married at age 19, married for 25+ years
e Arrived in U.S. at age 37 with her husband, Abdullah, daughter
Maryam (at age 17), and son, Hassan (at age 9)
e Family lived together in Maryland for seven years
English Training e English language training at two private language schools in
Maryland
Undergraduate e Studied Arabic literature at well-known public research
Education university in Jeddah, but did not complete her degree

Graduate Education

MBA from private, religiously affiliated university in Maryland

Work/Career

Works in marketing for small businesses

Future Plans/Goals

Committed to opening her on web-based business focused on
marketing for the health and wellness sector
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Maryam

Personal o Age 24 (first interview); age 27 (second interview)
e Born and raised in Jeddah
Family Background e Arrived in U.S. at age 17 with her mother, Rudaina, her father,

Abdullah, and younger brother, Hassan

Family lived together in Maryland for seven years
Married at age 26, married for one year at time of second
interview

Extremely close-knit family

Primary & Secondary
Education

Private schools in Jeddah

English Training e English language training at two private language schools in
Maryland

Undergraduate e General education classes at a community college in Maryland

Education and a public university in Washington DC

Bachelor’s degree in biomechanical engineering from a private,
religiously affiliated university in Washington DC

Graduate Education

Accelerate master’s degree program in biomechanical
engineering from same private, religiously affiliated university
in Washington DC

Work/Career

Currently working for a company in a position related to
logistics and supply chain management

Table 6: Case Summary - Rudaina & Maryam
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Chapter 12: Cross-Case Analysis

Introduction

Building upon previous chapters, this chapter summarizes the main findings of this study,
to answer the following key research question: How do Saudi Arabian women who studied
abroad or are studying abroad in the U.S. conceptualize/perceive the impact of their experience?

The findings also answer many of the related sub-questions I had identified: What were
the participants’ experiences in the Saudi education system and in Saudi society prior to
education abroad in the U.S.? What are/were their experiences in the U.S. higher education
system and in U.S. society during their education abroad? How have participants’ experiences in
the U.S. challenged or empowered them as individuals (educationally, politically, and
economically)?

Broadly put, I categorize these findings within four main themes: Family Relationships &
Dynamics, Educational Trajectories, Employment and Career Trajectories, and Points of
Personal Empowerment & Challenge. In the following sections, I explore these themes in detail,
using examples from the collected data to illustrate my analysis. Although examples abound

from all the cases, I generally selected three to four participants to highlight for each theme.

Family Relationships & Dynamics
The theme of Family Relationships and Dynamics includes participants’ connections to
key members of their family and key aspects of their upbringings as they relate to their

educational experiences. Most participants shared detailed information about their relationship
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with their parents and the various ways their parents supported and/or did not support their
educational journeys. The two participants who are mothers spent significant time discussing
their relationship with their children, and their experience juggling motherhood with being a
student. The socioeconomic backgrounds of the participants and their families also seemed to be
influential on the women’s educational experiences and is also explored under this theme.
Although most participants did not explicitly share much information about the role of romantic
relationships as it relates to their educational experiences, my analysis of what participants did
say (and did not say) about engagement, marriage, divorce, and romantic interests led me to
findings about the ways these relationships influenced the women’s educational experiences.

These sub-themes are detailed further in this section.

Influence of Parental Relationships, Engagement, and Support

Each of the women in this study referred to their relationships with their family,
specifically their parents, as a significant factor in their educational experiences. All seven
participants reported that their parent(s) have influenced them in one or more stages of their
educational journey, whether it be their primary and secondary school experiences in Saudi
Arabia, their decision to study abroad in the United Stated, their choice of major/course of study,
or their career/employment goals. Most participants described parental influence in terms of the
level of emotional support, engagement, and direction their parent(s) provided to them regarding
their educational choices and goals. Participants described levels of parental influence ranging
along a spectrum—most described a high level of family engagement and support while others

described lower levels of engagement and support, including outright active opposition.
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High Family Engagement & Support:
Noor

Sadeem
No Family Suppport/Engagementand/or Active Opposition: Low Family Engagement & Support:

Aisha Farah Neutral Fatima

Maryam
Rudaina

Figure 2: Spectrum of Family Support

Five of the seven participants—Noor, Sadeem, Fatima, Maryam, and Rudaina—reported
relationships with their parent(s) that can be described as positive or very positive, with these
women generally describing their parent(s) as engaged and supportive of their educational
choices, including their choice to study abroad in the U.S. The connection between positive
parental involvement and positive educational trajectory is outlined for each participant in the
following sections.

Throughout our conversations, Noor made several mentions of her parents and their
support for her education, explicitly stating that they instilled the value of education in her and
her siblings from an early age, ensured they attended “the best schools,” and facilitated their
participation in high quality co-curricular programming, like tutoring services and educational
summer campus. Noor’s decision to study abroad in the U.S. was accepted and supported by her
parents without question, as was her choice of major/academic focus. That Noor sees her
academic choices for higher education as being entirely self-directed suggests that she has never
felt the need to request her parents’ permission or guidance on the matter—to Noor, their support
of her academic choices is a given. From Noor’s perspective, the fact that her father was

previously an international student in Michigan and frequently brought their family on holidays
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to the States had no direct bearing on her decision to study in the U.S. However, given Noor’s
clear respect and appreciation for her parents, it must be assumed that these connections inspired
or impacted her choice in some way, even if indirectly. Noor’s relationship with her parents is
such that she sees their support for her and her educational choices as implicit, ingrained, and
assumed.

Likewise, Sadeem describes having a strong connection with her parents and her siblings,
staying in daily contact with them while in the U.S. She directly states that her mother is her
primary source of emotional support and that she sees her father as a mentor. Sadeem sees a
direct connection between her father’s strong connection to Japan and Japanese culture with her
own. She considers the time her family spent living in Japan as the cornerstone of her personal
identity and cites her father’s work at the Saudi Embassy there as inspiring her passion for
international relations. Like Noor, Sadeem prides herself on her independence—which she sees
herself demonstrating through her ability to live and study in the U.S. on her own and her ability
to hold true to her personal beliefs and perspectives. However, in contrast to Noor, Sadeem is
more upfront about her reliance on her parents’ emotional support in the day-to-day, explicitly
sharing that it’s challenging for her to be far away from them.

In the case of Fatima, she jokingly describes her parents as “experimenting” by sending
her to a variety of different school contexts (public, private, religious, international), but clearly,
they were engaged and attentive to her educational needs, allowing themselves to consider new
educational opportunities when they arose. This is apparent in their support for Fatima’s summer
travel to the U.S. to participate in the Saudi Young Leaders Exchange Program when she was in

high school. In terms of her decision to study abroad in the U.S. for graduate school, Fatima is
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unique among this study’s participants in that one parent, her father, has been highly engaged
and supportive of her choice, while her mother has been more ambivalent. Fatima details that her
father encouraged her to study abroad for several years before she herself even felt comfortable
with the idea. While her mother is not outright opposed to her studying in the U.S., Fatima’s
impression is that she would rather have her daughter return home to the Kingdom sooner than
later.

Out of all the cases, perhaps the strongest example of a high level of family engagement
and support is the relationship between Rudaina and her daughter, Maryam. Rudaina’s level of
engagement in Maryam’s education and support for her daughter to study abroad was such that
she quite literally made the decision for Maryam and uprooted the entire family in support of it.
As Maryam shared in her own words, “My mom told me that I have to go to the United States
and learn English.” Though Maryam expressed that she felt surprised at her mother’s insistence,
she was open to the idea and trusted that her mother was making a good decision for her and the
rest of the family. When she first arrived in the U.S., Maryam relied heavily on her mother for
emotional support. But as Maryam’s English language skills and competencies in American
culture developed at a faster pace than Rudaina’s, it became apparent that Maryam could begin
offering Rudaina support — and even guidance — in return. Ultimately, both women relied heavily
on one another as mother and daughter navigated various logistical, administrative, and academic
challenges. Interestingly, neither Maryam nor Rudaina shared many details about the level of
emotional support and engagement offered by the family’s patriarch, Abdullah, other than to say

he was “supportive” of both of them in their educational endeavors in the U.S. It is also relevant
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to note that Rudaina acknowledged both financial and emotional support from her own parents
(Maryam’s grandparents) as being imperative to the family’s successful time in the U.S.

On the extreme other end of the family engagement and support spectrum are the two
other cases in this study: Aisha and Farah. Both women described their families, specifically
their parents, as having a low level of engagement in their education. Both women also shared
that their parents offered little or no support for their decision to study abroad in the U.S., with
one or more of their parents being actively opposed.

For Aisha, her family’s lack of support for her academic goals has been a reality she has
faced since childhood. Her parents had little involvement in her primary and secondary schooling
and the expectation they had for after finishing high school was the same expectation held for
most young women in their family and in their conservative, isolated, rural hometown—that
Aisha would get married and have children as soon as possible. As detailed in her case chapter,
Aisha’s parents were not supportive of her decision to forge an alternate path. Aisha has had to
secure her parents’ explicit permission for every single educational and career choice she’s ever
made from attending college to taking on a teaching assistantship to attending graduate school to
studying abroad in the U.S. Aisha’s parents were adamantly against each and every proposition
and remain opposed to most of her personal choices around education and career even today,
well into her adulthood. Over time, Aisha has developed multiple complex coping strategies,
including patriarchal bargaining, for interacting with her parents and convincing them to grant
their permission as needed to achieve her goals. Still, her parents’ lack of emotional support and

understanding clearly challenges Aisha and weighs on her heavily.
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Like Aisha, it has been a process for Farah to come to terms with her family’s lack of
engagement and support for her educational goals, specifically her decision to attend graduate
school and raise her daughter, Yasmine, in the U.S. Although Farah doesn’t describe her parents
as being engaged in her primary and secondary schooling, she shared that both her parents are
fluent in English and her mother was adamant about teaching this skill to Farah and her brothers
as they grew up. This intentionality suggests that Farah’s mother was at least somewhat attentive
to her daughter’s educational development at one point. But as Farah’s case chapter details, this
may have been the first and last time a family member actively supported her in this way. The
first time Farah experienced a family member actively opposing her educational goals was when
her now ex-husband rescinded his agreement to move with her to Malaysia so she could attend
undergraduate university there. Though it was a difficult chapter in her life, Farah moved past it.
However, she was challenged again when her parents failed to support her decision to move to
the U.S. with her daughter, Yasmine, to attend graduate school after her divorce. Farah explained
that her father was outright opposed to the idea and refused to serve as her guardian for the
purposes of travel. After learning that neither of her brothers was available to fulfill the
guardianship role, Farah put forth a high level of effort and financial resources to arrange for her
grandfather to accompany her. After her grandfather failed to keep his commitment, Farah
finally came to the realization that she simply could not depend on her family’s support and
engagement. Instead, she has spent the past ten years putting her energy toward cultivating a

supportive and engaged family of her own through her relationship with Yasmine.
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Socioeconomic Status in Relation to Education

An important sub-theme related to family relationships that emerged from my analysis of
the collected data is the connection between socioeconomic status (SES) and educational
experiences. For the purposes of this analysis, and within the context of global education, I
define socioeconomic status as a composite measurement of a student’s access to financial,
social, cultural, and human capital resources (Munir et al., 2023).

The impact of SES on education and academic achievement is well researched and
documented in multiple global contexts. Studies show that students from higher socioeconomic
backgrounds often have greater access to quality education than peers from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds. This access often translates to achieving higher levels of educational attainment as
well as higher income earning potential and increased professional advancement for those of
higher SES status (Schoon & Bynner, 2019).

Factors such as family income and wealth, familial social standing, parental educational
attainment, and parental occupation are factors commonly used as indicators of SES (Munir et
al., 2023). Although this study did not seek to collect these types of data, many of the
interviewees shared this information, either directly or indirectly through their responses. For this
reason, I find it useful to compare SES status across the seven cases and consider the impact of
SES on the participants’ educational experiences. Table 7 charts each participant of the study

along with several factors that may indicate their SES background:

Family’s Schooling in Parents’ Parental Familial Familial Other
Location/ Saudi Arabia Educational Occupation Income/Wealth | Social
Background Attainment Level Standing
Maryam | Urban Private Mother: Mother: Not discussed Not discussed . Upon return to Saudi Arabia,
Graduate Homemaker/ Maryam married a fellow
degree from Part-time job KASP recipient who holds a
U.S. bachelor’s degree from the
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Father:

U.S. and is employed in

Father: Undisclosed aviation sector
Undisclosed
Noor Urban Private, elite Mother: Mother: Very High Very High Private tutoring in English
Undisclosed Homemaker Educational summer camp
Extensive international
Father: Father: family holiday travel
Bachelor’s Professional
degree from (unspecified)
U.S.
Sadeem | Urban Public (in Mother: Mother: High/Very High/Very Private tutoring in English
Saudi Arabia) Undisclosed Homemaker High High Family lived abroad
fg‘ Priva?e Extensive international
international Graduate Father: family holiday travel
school degree from Former High-
(in Japan) Japan level embassy
staff member
Fatima Urban Private; Mother: Mother: “Middle “Middle Recipient of governmental
religious; Undisclosed Homemaker Class/Upper Class/Upper scholarship for high school
public; and Middle Class” | Middle Describes missed
private Father: Father: Class” educational opportunities
international, Bachelor’s Engineer due to lack of funding from
elite Degree from family
Saudi Arabia
Farah Urban Public Undisclosed Mother: Upper Middle Upper Middle Farah’s mother born abroad
Homemaker Class class to a German mother
English fluency since
F athfer: childhood
Undisclosed Presumed social stigma due
to divorce and single
motherhood
Aisha Rural Public Undisclosed, Mother: Low/Very low | Low/very low Describes family
both parents Homemaker background as conservative,
presumed to isolated, traditional
have high Father:
school degree Undisclosed
or less
Rudaina | Urban Public Undisclosed Mother: Not discussed Not discussed Mentioned that she needed
Homemaker to borrow money from
parents and Saudi friends
Father: while in the U.S.
Undisclosed
Husband:
Undisclosed

Note: Bolded text indicates details that the participate shared directly. Un-bolded text represents details that were shared indirectly and/or were
inferred by the researcher

Table 7: Indicators of Socioeconomic Status

As discussed in Chapter 2, a notable element of the original iteration of the KASP

scholarship program is that it recruited applicants from diverse sectors of Saudi society, from

“privately educated elite of larger cities . . . to the youth from poorer, smaller towns.” By the

time recruitment for this study began in 2020, the KASP program had evolved to be more
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academically selective and, in turn, less socioeconomically diverse. The SES indicators of the
participants in this study parallel this. For example, six of the women identify as being from
urban backgrounds, while only one participant (Aisha) identifies as being from a rural, small
town. The same six women have indicators suggesting that their families could be classified on
the upper-middle or higher end of the SES spectrum, while only Aisha’s indicators suggest lower
socioeconomic status.

Deeper analysis of each participant’s SES indicators illuminates other findings regarding
the connection between SES and academic achievement as well. To exemplify this, [ have
chosen to highlight the cases of Noor, Sadeem, Fatima, and Aisha. Noor and Sadeem, the two
cases who demonstrate the highest level of SES, also shared very high levels of familial support
for their educational goals, and very high levels of academic achievement. Noor’s case
exemplifies the SES indicator of family income and wealth. Although Noor did not disclose her
father’s exact occupation, I inferred from her description of him and his education abroad in the
U.S. during the 1990s that he is professionally very successful and financially very wealthy.
Noor’s parents enrolled her in an elite private school at an early age, paid for her and her siblings
to have multiple private tutors, and sought out educational summer camps for the children to
attend during annual family vacations to the U.S. Clearly, Noor’s educational path has been well-
funded, and her high level of academic success is demonstrated by her selection for the KAUST
Gifted Scholarship program and her acceptance into two well-respected universities in the
California state system as well as a well-known private university whose Arab studies graduate

program is highly ranked.
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Sadeem’s case highlights the role of social capital and familial social standing as an
indicator of SES. Sadeem was born into a family of high social standing, as demonstrated by her
father’s appointment to a top-rank position as a Saudi diplomat at a high-profile embassy.
Because of her father’s position, Sadeem had access to the cultural and social capital of living
abroad in Tokyo a world-class, cosmopolitan city. She grew up with first-person access to the
world of high-level international diplomacy including social interactions/opportunities with
global leaders, extensive international travel opportunities, and professional mentorship directly
from her father. This social capital supported Sadeem academically as she graduated from an
international high school, received her bachelor’s degree from the well-respected Tokyo campus
of a U.S. university, and is enrolled in a highly ranked international relations PhD program at a
well-known private university in Washington DC. Along their educational journeys, both
Sadeem and Noor’s families have ensured that their daughters have had all the necessary
resources, access, and support needed to be academically successful.

Fatima is the only participant in this study who directly commented on her own SES,
identifying her family as “middle class/upper-middle class,” openly sharing her father’s
profession as an engineer, and commenting on how her parents’ budget for educational
expenditures must account for her many younger siblings. My conversations with Fatima showed
that she has a strong awareness of SES as it relates to academic achievement. She recognizes that
she would not have had the opportunity to attend her elite, private international high school in
Jeddah, had she not been identified as gifted and awarded a governmental scholarship. Fatima
spoke frankly about how indicators of SES were on display in her high school, sharing that many

of her classmates were from “very rich, extremely, extremely, rich families” including the Saudi
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royal family, and describing the struggles she faced being “pushed into a very different
socioeconomic environment” as a sensitive teenager. Fatima clearly articulates the many
advantages and privileges she saw and experienced as a student in this environment, including
access to high quality English language instruction, TOEFL exam preparation, project-based
learning, college advising, and international summer opportunities. Fatima recognizes how these
advantages contributed to her academic achievement and led her to advanced educational
opportunities like the Saudi Young Leaders Exchange Program, and later the KASP scholarship
to attend her PhD program in the U.S.

With her rural upbringing in a remote region, Aisha’s case represents the challenges that
students from lower SES and more provincial/rural residential backgrounds often face in regard
to educational achievement. Growing up, Aisha had little or no access to financial, social, or
cultural capital. She describes her family background as isolated, conservative, and traditional,
which suggests that her familial social standing is low to very low within the context of
contemporary Saudi society. Aisha was enrolled in local public schools. Her schools did not
facilitate access to any educational resources and services beyond a basic education and her
parents were unsupportive of her schooling past the secondary level. All of Aisha’s academic
achievements are a direct result of her own personal effort and determination. Whereas other
participants in this study were generally supported and uplifted on their educational paths to
graduate school, Aisha had to overcome countless significant obstacles to arrive in the same
place.

As the cases of Noor, Sadeem, Fatima and Aisha clearly demonstrate, the KASP program

is not designed to address or disrupt socioeconomic inequities in Saudi society. Socioeconomic
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diversity among KASP scholarship recipients may have been an unintentional byproduct of the
program’s original format, but as the program becomes more and more academically selective, it
is apparent that Saudi students from higher SES backgrounds will have more access to the
program’s benefits while students from lower SES backgrounds will likely have little to no
access. Noor and Sadeem are making use of the scholarship’s substantial benefits, even though it
is likely that their families have the financial means to self-pay for their daughters to attend
graduate education abroad. Without the KASP scholarship, it is highly unlikely that Fatima
would have the means to pursue a PhD in the U.S. It is next to impossible to imagine that Aisha

and other students from similar backgrounds would have been able to do the same.

Marriage, Divorce & Romantic Relationships

As in other Arab cultures, marriage is an important sociocultural institution for Saudis.
As explained in Chapter 3, marriage in Saudi Arabia is not just about personal relationships and
family-building, it is a firmly defined legal status that has significant implications on a woman’s
rights and level of individual autonomy. Given this background context, I had assumed that
participants might have a lot to say about the idea of marriage and/or romantic relationships in
our interviews. Instead, I was surprised when only two participants, Maryam and Farah, spoke
readily about the topic of marriage (and in Farah’s case, divorce). Even the one married
participant, Rudaina, shared very few specific details about her marriage or husband.

As a researcher, I sensed that this striking lack of direct data meant I needed to pay closer
attention to data that the participants shared with me indirectly. To do this, I referred to data I

had collected in my research memos and jottings, including an abundance of documentation of
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indirect communication from my interviewees. Some examples of indirect communication I
recorded included my observations about changes in participants’ tone, emotions and facial
expressions, and notes about which details participants shared explicitly, which details they
chose to share implicitly/through inference, and what details they chose not to share at all. My
careful analysis of the full collection of data demonstrates that the theme of marriage (and the
related concepts of engagement, divorce, and romantic relationships) does present itself as an
important factor in many of the women’s educational journeys, whether it is spoken about
directly or not. To highlight this theme, I will focus on the cases of Maryam, Farah, Fatima,
Rudaina, and Aisha.

In my interview protocol, I asked participants about their marital status along with several
other structured demographic questions (please refer to the Appendix B for full interview

protocol). As expected, the responses I received were direct and straightforward (see Table 8).

Response to interview | Direct references Indirect references Impact of
question about marital relationship status on
status: education abroad
experience
Noor “Single” None None Nonapparent
Sadeem “Single” None None Nonapparent
Fatima “Previously engaged” | None . Did not offer details Not enough
about previous information to
engagement analyze
. Appeared

uncertain/uncomfortable
giving explanation
about why she chose
not to study abroad for

undergrad
Farah “Divorced” e  Detailed ex-husband’s e  Brief mention that High impact
opposition to study abroad future plans will take
& opposition to bringing into consideration her
daughter abroad serious relationship
with American
boyfriend
Aisha “Unmarried” . Revelation of Saudi . Observed ngh impact
boyfriend currently in the stress/uncertainty when
U.S. discussing future of the
relationship
Maryam | “Single” (Interview e Direct mention of marriage e  Saudi husband was a Medium impact
#1) & children as a future goal fellow graduate student
(Interview #1) in U.S.
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“Married” (Interview e Detailed description of
#2) when and how she met her
husband in the U.S. and
detailed description of
engagement, wedding, and
married life (Interview #2

Rudaina | “Married” e Undergraduate experience e Husband approved her High impact and low
disrupted by to study abroad and impact
marriage/children accompanied family to

e Briefly describes husband US.
as supportive of her . Few additional details
graduate study shared about husband

Table 8: Marital Status & Impact on Trajectories

As the interviews continued though, only Farah and Maryam made extensive, direct and
indirect references to their relationship status as it relates/related to their educational journey.
Farah gave great detail about her ex-husband’s opposition to her studying abroad during their
marriage and after their divorce, his opposition to her bringing her daughter with her to the U.S.
Farah also briefly mentioned that she is in a serious relationship with an American man and
indirectly conveyed that she was taking their relationship into consideration as she determined
her post PhD plans. For all these reasons, I interpret Farah’s relationship status to have a
significant impact on her educational experience.

In my first interview with Maryam, she spoke quite openly and enthusiastically about her
desire to be married and start a family. During our second interview, she shared that she had
gotten married to a man she had met while she had been studying abroad in the U.S. In
retrospect, I learned that Maryam had already met her future husband at the time of our first
interview. Her husband was a fellow Saudi international graduate student and a KASP
scholarship recipient at the time they met, and the two shared some of the same social circles.
Even though they are now living together in Saudi Arabia, Maryam expressed that both she and

her husband strongly value that they have the shared experience of having studied abroad in the
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U.S. in the same area at the same time. Clearly, this significant commonality strengthens their
relationship. I categorize Maryam’s relationship status as having a moderate impact on her
educational abroad experience. Although she may have had her future husband in mind as a
potential marriage partner, she was single/unmarried during throughout her time in the U.S.

In the cases of Rudaina, Fatima, and Aisha, the impact of their relationship status on their
educational experiences presented much more subtly. The three women shared very few specific
details about their personal relationships, so my analysis is based mainly on their indirect
communication. In the case of Rudaina, she shared that she is married and that her husband,
Abdullah, was supportive of her and Maryam throughout their experience in the U.S. and lived
with the family off and on during their seven years in the country. Other than that, Maryam
communicated no other information about him or their relationship, directly or indirectly.
Presumably, his support of his wife and children’s education abroad was sincere and
wholehearted, as given Saudi Arabia’s strict guardianship laws it would be very challenging for a
Saudi woman to move herself and children outside of the Kingdom without full approval and
support of her husband. Still, I remain perplexed that Rudaina never made any other mention of
Abdullah, positive or negative, and hypothesize that it could be reflective of Rudaina’s strong
sense of maternal agency (which is analyzed more fully later in this chapter). I interpret Rudaina
married status to have had both a low impact and high impact on her educational experiences.
Rudaina seems to have had the full freedom to direct her own graduate school path in the U.S. on
her own terms. At the same time, without her husband’s approval and support, she would not

have been able to study abroad in the first place.
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Fatima and Aisha also left much unspoken during our interviews. At the start of my first
interview with Fatima she identified her relationship status as “previously engaged” but offered
no further information about this during an otherwise very detailed timeline about her high
school, undergraduate, and graduate experience. I sensed discomfort from Fatima when she
explained why she chose not to study abroad directly after high school and speculated to myself
that an engagement or broken engagement could possibly have been an unrevealed factor in her
decision. Because of the lack of concrete data, I opted not to give an interpretation for Fatima’s
case.

In the case of Aisha, she introduced herself to me as “unmarried” during our first
interview. Late in our second interview, she revealed that she has a boyfriend, a Saudi man, who
is currently living and working in the U.S. Aisha expressed that her parents will not give her
permission to get engaged or married to the man since he is currently living outside the
Kingdom. It’s a serious issue of contention between Aisha and her parents, who are adamantly
opposed to her living abroad any longer than she already has. Aisha is actively researching
academic fellowship opportunities in the hope that she will be able to return to the U.S. at least
temporarily. Aisha’s status as an unmarried woman under her father’s guardianship has had and
continues to have a significant negative impact on her educational experiences and her

professional career plans.

Motherhood as a Graduate Student

The graduate school experiences of Farah and Rudaina were deeply intertwined with their

roles as mothers, but in distinct and illuminating ways. While both women pursued degrees in
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the U.S. alongside their children, their experiences reflect contrasting forms of maternal labor,
personal growth, and family dynamics that shaped and were shaped by their educational
trajectories.

For Farah, a single mother navigating doctoral studies in New Jersey, motherhood was
both a source of motivation and a site of constant negotiation. Having divorced shortly after her
daughter Yasmin’s birth, Farah left Saudi Arabia with an 18-month-old child and no support
system in the U.S. “It was tough, very tough,” she said of balancing parenting with a full-time
MBA and later PhD program. But Farah was resolute about proving her ex-husband and
doubting family members wrong. She scheduled her classes at night, hired a babysitter she
trusted from daycare, and completed her assignments when Yasmin was at school. Her academic
path was shaped not only by intellectual interests but also by the emotional and practical needs of
her child: “Do I really want to be known as a name [i.e., being labeled as someone conducting
controversial research]? But not really there as a mom?” she reflected, when explaining her
decision to shift her dissertation focus to a less political topic.

In contrast, Rudaina’s journey was characterized more by maternal leadership rather than
personal career aspirations. As a married woman and mother of two, she spearheaded her
family’s move to the U.S., where she and her daughter Maryam would both pursue graduate
degrees, and her son Hassan would attend public school. “I always say those seven years were an
incredible time in our life for our family,” she said of their time abroad. Unlike Farah, who
pursued education out of a deep individual resolve, Rudaina’s academic path was closely tied to
her desire to model ambition and resilience for her children. Maryam describes the profound

impact of her relationship with her mother as being more than maternal: “My mother is always
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my best friend,” she says. Rudaina’s pursuit of her MBA was marked by perseverance despite
significant academic challenges. But her ambition was not only for personal fulfillment: “I think
especially now, Saudi women like to be independent. They like to benefit their selves and their
children,” she explained. Rudaina’s education abroad in the U.S. was an act of maternal
agency—meant to secure better futures for her children even more so than herself.

Farah’s story speaks to the solitary challenges of single parenting abroad, and the
emotional labor of raising a child while pursuing an academic career. Rudaina’s path reflects a
collective, intergenerational journey in which maternal support and shared goals were the
primary focus. Both narratives underscore that motherhood was central to their graduate school

journeys—shaping their identities as both students and mothers.

Educational Trajectories from Saudi Arabia to the U.S.

Despite all arriving in the U.S. for graduate education around the same time, the seven
participants in this study had very different educational journeys to get there and had or have had
very different educational experiences once they landed. Regarding this theme, I identify two
key sub-themes: 1) in the impact of their educational background in Saudi Arabia and 2) the
level of institutional support they received or accessed in the U.S. Table 9 demonstrates how

these themes manifest in this study’s cases:

Type of schooling in Saudi Arabia, Previous experience w/ | Level of academic Primary reason(s) suggested for Level of
prior to U.S. U.S. educational system | preparation for U.S. | study abroad in U.S. support from
graduate school U.S.
graduate
institution(s)
Private, elite Undergrad in U.S. High Career aspirations High
Sadeem | -Private international school Familiarity from High Career aspirations High
(secondary; in Japan and Saudi Canadian International
Arabia) School
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-Public (primary; in Saudi
Arabia)
Fatima -Private international, elite Summer leadership High Career aspirations High
(secondary) program in U.S.
-Private; religious; public
(primary)
Farah Public None Low Career aspirations, exertion of Low
personal agency
Aisha Public None Medium Career aspirations; exertion of High
personal agency
Maryam | Private Undergrad in U.S. Medium Direction from family; Career Mixed
aspirations
Rudaina | Public None Low To support children in study Mixed
abroad; Career aspirations;
exertion of personal agency

Table 9: Educational Trajectories of Participants

Impact of Previous Educational Experiences in Saudi Arabia

The educational backgrounds of the Saudi women participants in this study reveal diverse
trajectories shaped by family values, socioeconomic-based access, and systemic constraints and
opportunities within the Saudi educational system. Prior to their graduate studies in the United
States, the participants followed varied educational paths. Four of the seven participants (Noor,
Sadeem, Fatima, and Maryam) attended private high schools in Saudi Arabia. Noor and Fatima
attended what they both describe as “elite” private schools. In Noor’s case, she attended an elite
private girls’ school where she was treated as gifted from primary level through high school.
Fatima had the opportunity to attend an international private school high school with a robust
STEM curriculum through a gifted scholarship program offered by the Saudi government. In
addition to attending a year at a private high school in Saudi Arabia, Sadeem also attended a
Canadian international high school in Japan. All four women referenced the academic
advantages the private school afforded them. These settings provided them with early exposure
to English and Western pedagogies, including project-based learning, critical thinking exercises,
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and access to extracurricular activities. With access to abundant resources, including test
preparation services and university counseling, these participants felt academically prepared for
graduate school in the U.S.

In contrast, Aisha and Farah, who attended Saudi public schools from primary school
through the bachelor’s degree level, were much more limited in their access to academic
resources and support. Aisha’s education in a conservative rural region was notably restrictive,
with her exposure to English and global culture limited until her mid-teens. Farah described
being unprepared for the academic expectations of her U.S. graduate program due to earlier gaps
in research training. Despite these challenges, both women demonstrated significant adaptability

and personal resilience in navigating the U.S. academic systems.

Educational Support in the U.S.

Across the cases in this study, participants experienced varying levels of institutional
support upon entering the U.S. higher education system. Their experiences with academic
advising, faculty engagement, and broader programmatic support significantly shaped their
transition and academic success. These stories shed light on how institutional culture, faculty
engagement, and student services can either serve as bridges or barriers for international students
navigating a new academic and cultural context.

One of the clearest cases of impactful institutional support comes from Aisha’s
experience in her graduate program in information systems. After joining a public research
university in Maryland, Aisha quickly became involved in both academic and professional

communities, largely due to the active mentorship of her female faculty members. These
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professors not only provided academic guidance but also encouraged Aisha’s participation in
conferences and leadership trainings for women in tech. Notably, when Aisha’s low GRE scores
posed a barrier to her acceptance into a doctoral program, these same faculty mentors intervened
on her behalf during admissions committee meetings. Their advocacy and belief in her abilities
ultimately secured her a place in the PhD program, reflecting a high level of personalized
support.

In contrast, Sadeem’s account reveals the limitations of faculty support in programs that
are lacking in intercultural awareness and bias sensitivity. While Sadeem did not report overt
discrimination from her professors, she noted persistent microaggressions and a narrow academic
lens among some faculty and peers. She is troubled by the lack of international perspectives in
classroom content and faculty assumptions about students’ identities, such as conflating South
Asian and Middle Eastern identities based solely on visible markers like wearing a hijab. These
experiences highlight the challenges that can emerge when institutional norms fail to encourage
inclusive pedagogical practices.

Farah, a single mother pursuing multiple graduate degrees in succession, often found
herself navigating her academic journey in isolation. She recalled how she felt obligated to teach
herself the basic academic research skills that all of her peers already seemed to know:

So, when I came here and started my MBA, I had a really hard time teaching myself,

because I’m an adult and nobody can teach me now, I mean, I’m in a grad school. I'm

supposed to know everything. But I didn’t. So, it was really hard for me to teach myself

on site, how to do everything.
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During her PhD research process Farah faced further struggles as she had to navigate the
decision to change her dissertation topic to a less politically sensitive topic. Although her faculty
advisor seemed to understand her decision, she was disappointed that he was not as helpful as
she would have liked in helping her find a new topic that she could feel similarly passionate
about.

Both Rudaina and Maryam experienced significant challenges steering themselves and
each other through the admissions requirements and academic policies at the various institutions
they attended. For example, Maryam recalled her bewilderment at learning that she needed to
submit scores from an English proficiency exam when applying to enter the regular academic
programs in her college—no advisor from her previous English language schools had ever
mentioned this important requirement. Maryam also had the added pressure of interpreting
institutional bureaucratic processes and policies for her mother, Rudaina. While Rudaina
eventually found kind and supportive faculty members during her MBA program, her accounts
suggest that their support may have been rooted more in sympathy than in a desire to
intellectually challenge or push her growth.

Viewed as a whole, the participants’ educational trajectories from Saudi Arabia to the
U.S. underscore the layered complexity of transnational academic journeys, especially for
women navigating intersections of culture, language, and identity. The participants’ prior
schooling in Saudi Arabia—shaped by differences in institutional quality, curriculum, and access
to global exposure—deeply influenced their levels of preparedness for graduate study in the U.S.
Once abroad, institutional support varied widely, reflecting not just differences in advising

models and faculty engagement, but also broader systemic gaps in recognizing and responding to
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international students’ needs. Participants like Noor, Sadeem, and Farah, who arrived with elite
educational backgrounds and previous exposure to Western systems, often transitioned smoothly
and were better positioned to leverage U.S. institutional resources. In contrast, participants like
Farah, Aisha, Maryam, and Rudaina—who faced greater academic, language-related, or personal
hurdles—had to rely more heavily on personal resilience to navigate their academic

environments.

Employment and Career Trajectories

The career journeys of the participants reflect the deeply interwoven relationship between
personal identity, professional ambition, and the evolving social and economic landscape of
Saudi Arabia. While each woman brought unique goals, skills, and experiences into her graduate
studies, all viewed education as a strategic tool for career advancement. Their narratives offer
insight into how U.S.-based graduate education served as a critical inflection point in shaping
their career aspirations and expanding their access to professional opportunities. This section
examines how participants’ previous work experiences informed their educational choices, how
their time in the U.S. influenced their professional perspectives, and how they envision their

futures within the shifting frameworks of gender, labor, and state-led national development in

Saudi Arabia.
Primary reason(s) Current & previous work experience Immediate Career-Related Long-term Career goals
suggested for study Goals

abroad in U.S.
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Noor e  Career No formal professional experience Focus on finishing Saudi governmental
aspirations master’s degree appointment in foreign
Internship related to affairs
foreign affairs,
concentrating on
international trade law
Possibly law school
Sadeem e  Career Currently Employed as lecturer in Complete PhD degree Interest in government or
aspirations diplomatic institute in Saudi Return to employment by private-sector employment
Arabia’s ministry of foreign affairs a diplomatic institute in related to policymaking,
Internships and entry-level Saudi Arabia’s ministry energy security, or
employment related to of foreign affairs international relations,
international relations specifically in regard to
Saudi-Asia diplomacy
Fatima e  Career Worked in an engineering-related Interested in engineering- Private sector consulting
aspirations position at a Saudi research center related employment and social entrepreneurism
for a year after her undergraduate connecting technology
degree and healthcare
Teaching assistant at a Saudi
university
Farah e Career Currently employed as lecturer in Return to employment in Commitment to career in
aspirations business at Saudi governmental business department at academia
e Exertion of university Saudi governmental
personal agency university
Possibly explore work
opportunities in U.S.
Aisha e  Career Currently faculty member and Continuation of career in Continuation of career in
aspirations administrator at regional public research and academia research and academia
e Exertion of university in Saudi Arabia
personal agency Previously teaching assistant at
same university
Maryam | e Direction from Currently working for a company Continuation of current Goal to work for large,
family in a position related to logistics position for immediate global company based in
e Career and supply chain management future Saudi Arabia
aspirations
Rudaina e To support Currently works in marketing for Committed to opening Committed to opening her
children in small businesses her on web-based on web-based business
study abroad Previously housewife business focused on focused on marketing for
e Career (unemployed) marketing for the health the health and wellness
aspirations and wellness sector sector

Exertion of
personal agency

Table 10: Career Trajectories of Participants

Education in Support of Employment Goals

As seen in Table 10, career ambitions were a central and consistent driving force behind

participants’ decisions to pursue graduate education in the U.S. While their specific academic

fields varied—ranging from engineering to international relations to business—all participants

emphasized the importance of advanced degrees in accessing their desired professional roles.
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Their choices reflect not only personal ambition but also strategic navigation of Saudi Arabia’s
evolving labor market, gender norms, and the state-driven modernization efforts of Vision 2030.
Many of the participants viewed graduate education in the U.S. as a form of professional
differentiation. Noor and Sadeem, for instance, both identified early on that a U.S. graduate
degree with an international focus would uniquely position them within Saudi Arabia’s male-
dominated foreign affairs sphere. Similarly, Aisha, a highly motivated scientist, deliberately
pursued both a master’s and a PhD in the U.S., selecting institutions with strong research
infrastructure and mentorship opportunities. Rudaina knew that her daughter Maryam’s
employment prospects would be greatly enhanced if she had strong English fluency and a degree
from a U.S. institution, and she hoped that having an MBA degree from the U.S. would help her
achieve her own entrepreneurial goals. All of the participants demonstrated a strong awareness of
the structural systems that exist in the contemporary Saudi labor market and saw education
abroad as a way to leverage themselves within those systems. This practical orientation—
anchored in the recognition of what degrees from Western, U.S. institutions can “signal” to

employers—was echoed across multiple cases.

Employment Trajectories

The career trajectories of the participants in this study reveal the interplay of their
previous work experience, U.S.-based graduate education, and future professional ambitions.
Despite differences in their professional fields, participants strategically viewed U.S. graduate
study as a catalyst for career mobility. Several participants entered graduate study with prior

professional experience that helped shape their post-degree ambitions. For example, Fatima
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worked at a Saudi engineering research center before becoming a teaching assistant at a local
university. This early exposure inspired her to explore intersections between engineering,
technology, and healthcare, and to pursue private-sector consulting and social entrepreneurship
in the future. Noor spent three years in Saudi Arabia working in roles aligned with her political
science and international relations background before entering her master’s program. These jobs
enabled her to better understand career options in her field and evaluate her future options,
including possible law school enrollment or government work in trade law. Sadeem, similarly,
pursued roles in Japanese politics and later in Saudi research institutions before deciding to
pursue graduate school in the U.S. Her experience helped her develop a nuanced understanding
of Saudi-Asia relations and positioned her to pursue a PhD with the intent of returning to a
faculty position in a policy-oriented role at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

For all of the participants, graduate education in the U.S. was not viewed as an end goal
but rather a strategic step in achieving their career vision. Fatima, currently pursuing her doctoral
degree in engineering, believes her research experience in the U.S. will give her an advantage
when she returns to join the Saudi job market, especially since her long-term goals include being
a consultant in the engineering and technology sector. Maryam, currently working in logistics
and supply chain management, views her U.S. graduate degree as a springboard to help
eventually secure a position in a multinational company. Rudaina, having transitioned from
homemaker to entrepreneur, views her MBA studies as important to helping her launch her own
web-based business in the health and wellness sector.

For some of the participants, their U.S. degrees were pursued with firm institutional

backing and expectations. Sadeem, for example, is contractually bound to complete her PhD as
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part of her role with Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic institute. Her studies are both professionally
sponsored and strategically aligned with Saudi national and foreign policy needs. Aisha and
Farah’s graduate experiences were likewise deeply institutionally supported. In Aisha’s case, her
Saudi university employer sponsored her doctoral education and once she returned to the
Kingdom, she was expected to demonstrate a return for their investment.

In sum, these career trajectories are not linear but deeply thoughtful—each shaped by
cultural negotiation, strategic education, and a desire for meaningful influence through
employment. The women stand poised to redefine what Saudi women in professional life can

look like—whether as scholars, diplomats, consultants, or entrepreneurs.

Points of Personal Empowerment & Challenge

Across the seven case studies, the participants described their personal experiences as a
dynamic negotiation between moments of profound empowerment and significant challenges.
The women navigated transnational spaces with resilience, transforming structural obstacles into
opportunities for growth, while also confronting familial, institutional, and personal barriers.
This section explores the multidimensional nature of their experiences, beginning with the

obstacles they confronted and concluding with the powerful ways they rose to meet them.

Obstacles and Points of Challenge

Almost all of the participants faced challenge at various times in their narratives, whether
in the domains of the familial, political, economic, academic, personal, or professional. Several

participants described the difficulty of navigating family expectations—particularly around
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gender roles. For Aisha, convincing her family to support her educational pursuits required
extreme persistence. “They were telling me, ‘It’s going to be too hard; there’s no future in it.’
And I said, ‘I just want to go, just let me go, let me try.”” Later, after years of academic success,
she encountered difficulties reintegrating back into Saudi society and an insular family life:

I was really surprised, my sister said, ‘You were, like, there in the U.S., you lived there in

the U.S., and you had no boundaries, no family.” And in this Saudi society there is like

this kind of restriction. And now that I am back here, I have, like, an active awareness of
this restriction.
Aisha has also been challenged by the administrative demands of her university position and how
the new role doesn’t allow her much time to explore her research interests. Her experience
reflects the complexity of returning home to systems that do not always accommodate the
identities Saudi women form abroad.

Similarly, Farah, as a single mother without familial support in the U.S., struggled to
balance graduate school and parenting, and the emotional and logistical challenges of raising her
daughter alone while pursuing an MBA and PhD were immense. Farah faced significant familial
pressure both before and during her time abroad. Family members disapproved of her pursuing
graduate studies as a divorced, single mother and withheld emotional and financial support,
leaving her emotionally isolated at times. Farah’s experience navigating the Saudi guardianship
system reveals the precarious position many Saudi women face at the intersection of cultural
control and Saudi state policy. Denied support by male relatives, she convinced her 70-year-old

grandfather to accompany her to Boston so she wouldn’t lose her scholarship: “I had to find a
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way around it. . . There was no one that was able to come. I was going to lose the scholarship.

Nobody was going to help me out,” she recalls.

Points of Agency & Empowerment

For many participants, the most empowering aspect of studying in the U.S. was the
development of personal agency and self-confidence. Maryam, who initially lacked English
fluency and struggled with shyness, emerged as a confident young professional in biomedical
engineering and logistics. “I feel like my character’s been changed. I mean, like, I’m now an
independent woman,” she reflects. Over time, Maryam learned to navigate U.S. academic
institutions, build peer networks, and take leadership in her own educational and personal life.
She also guided and supported her mother Rudaina to do the same.

Similarly, Sadeem developed a strong sense of agency through her transnational
education experiences. Her statement: “I’m here to learn, to educate myself. And also, to help
people learn... I’'m here to share my perspective,” reflects the agency she feels as a cultural and
academic bridge between Saudi Arabia and the global community, even as she traverses
stereotypes and microaggressions in her doctoral program.

Rudaina, a nontraditional student and mother, is perhaps one of the clearest examples of
empowerment through perseverance. Despite limited academic qualifications and a long gap
since her prior education, she completed an MBA in the U.S. Her educational journey reignited
personal dreams of entrepreneurship and redefined what was possible in her mid-40s to both her

herself and her family.
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Taken all together, these complex narratives show that empowerment and challenge were
not opposing forces, but coexisting realities that shaped the participants’ sense of self. Each
woman redefined success and agency on her own terms, emerging from her U.S. graduate
experience transformed—mnot necessarily by the absence of challenges, but by the strength and

learning they gained in overcoming them.

Conclusion

The narratives shared across the six case studies in this dissertation reveal a compelling
portrait of Saudi women who, despite navigating vastly different personal, educational, and
professional trajectories, share a common thread of resilience, adaptability, and strategic
negotiation. As this cross-case analysis has illustrated, the participants consistently demonstrated
the capacity to operate within, around, and at times against the cultural, institutional, and familial
structures that shape their lives.

This chapter highlighted how relationships with parents play a crucial role in shaping
both opportunity and constraint. It explored how participants’ socioeconomic status enabled
mobility and access, while also setting expectations that were sometimes difficult to meet.
Marital and romantic relationships emerged as both sites of support and struggle, with
motherhood introducing unique challenges and motivations for graduate study. Educational
trajectories, both in Saudi Arabia and the U.S., shaped participants’ sense of self and future
possibilities. While participants encountered academic and cultural barriers abroad, they also
experienced moments of transformation, empowerment, and expanded worldview. The women’s

employment paths reflect the tension between aspiration and reality—in which their career goals
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intersect with national labor policies, gender expectations, and personal priorities. Despite these
challenges, each woman revealed points of agency: choosing a field, changing a path, seeking
support, or simply persisting.

Taken together, these stories complicate static narratives about Saudi women’s roles,
agency, and experiences. The participants in this study are not just passive recipients of state-
sponsored reform or international education; they are active agents shaping their futures with
confidence and resiliency. As pioneers—often the first in their families to pursue graduate study
abroad or to enter male-dominated professions—they model what it means to navigate change
within deeply rooted social systems. Their stories challenge binaries of oppression and liberation,
offering instead a nuanced view of Saudi womanhood shaped by both constraint and possibility.

This analysis sets the stage for the next chapter, which offers theoretical reflections,
addresses the study’s limitations, and presents recommendations for educational institutions,

scholars, and future research.
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Chapter 13: Theoretical Reflections, Conclusions, and

Recommendations

Theoretical Reflections

This study was grounded in three interconnected conceptual frameworks: Transnational
Feminism, Islamic and Arab Feminism, and Saudi Feminism and Saudi Women’s Rights
Activism. These frameworks provided both the philosophical grounding and the interpretive lens
by which I understood the experiences of current and former Saudi women graduate students in
the United States. In this section, I return to each of these frameworks in light of the cross-case

findings presented in Chapter 12 to draw out connections between theory and lived experience.

Transnational Feminism

The findings of this study reflect many themes associated with transnational feminist
thought. As intersectionality is a central focus of transnational feminism, it has been imperative
for me to consider the multiple dimensions of identity of my participants and how their gender,
nationality, religion, and socioeconomic backgrounds shaped their opportunities and constraints
within both Saudi and U.S. contexts.

The concept of "border crossing," both literal and figurative, emerged repeatedly in the
data. The participants’ back and forth transitions between Saudi Arabia and the United States—
whether for the first time, on annual holiday breaks, or as part of a longer international
trajectory—mirrored what Zerbe Enns et al. (2021) describe as “women who live within,

between, and at the margins or boundaries of nation-states... [and who] speak to a wide range of
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interacting forces that have an impact on gendered relationships and experiences in a geopolitical
context” (p. 12). Participants like Noor, who described herself as “Americanized/Westernized”
from her previous experience in the U.S. and Sadeem, who had already navigated life between
Japan and Saudi Arabia before graduate school, exemplify this complex "border work." Their
stories, in particular, illustrate the complex navigation of identities, roles, and spaces across
cultural, national, and institutional boundaries.

Likewise, transnational feminism helped me make sense of the participants’
differentiated experiences within the U.S. educational system. For example, Farah’s early
struggles with graduate-level academic research methods reflected the broader inequities
embedded in educational hierarchies across the globe. Meanwhile, Noor, Sadeem, and Fatima’s
confidence in navigating U.S. educational systems were supported by their socioeconomic
privilege and elite educational experiences, demonstrating how intersectionality—another key
tenet of transnational feminism—shapes educational trajectories.

Transnational feminism provides the vocabulary to interrogate how women resist and

adapt, even as institutional and state structures often restrict their agency.
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Islamic Feminism and Arab Feminism

This research’s findings also exemplify many of the concerns raised by Islamic
feminisms and Arab feminisms, especially the call for contextual understandings of Muslim
women that respect the diversity of their spiritual, cultural, and intellectual lives.

Although all the participants identify as Muslim, Aisha and Sadeem were the only
women who referenced their personal religiosity. In our second interview, Aisha poignantly
reflected on how her time in the U.S. led her to develop a deeper spiritual connection to Islam.
She described how the physical and emotional space she experienced abroad allowed her to be
more mindful and intentional in her prayer practice, which she now struggles to maintain at
home in Saudi Arabia due to the demands of family life and social expectations. Ironically,
Aisha’s experience challenges the warnings of Saudi Arabia’s religious establishments—
including the imam her father consulted before she went abroad—that studying abroad leads
women to stray from their religion. On the contrary, Aisha’s story illustrates that independence
and self-reflection in a transnational context deepened her commitment and understanding of
Islam—+#her interpretation of it.

Sadeem, indirectly expressed her connection to her religiosity when she described that
attending a school that prohibited her from wearing her hijab was non-negotiable to her. “I
identify with my scarf, and I didn't want to take it off. That’s part of my identity,” she explained.
For Sadeem, wearing the hijab is a conscious and empowering act of identity and agency—one
that allows her to inhabit public, academic, and diplomatic spaces with confidence about her

religious and cultural background. Her hijab is a symbol of self-identity, aligning with Islamic
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feminist interpretations that often frame the hijab as a spiritual choice rather than a patriarchal
imposition

The findings of this study also affirm and extend the conceptual framework of Arab
feminisms, to which Islamic feminisms are intrinsically connected. As detailed in Chapter 2,
Arab feminism is rooted in postcolonial theory and is attentive to the complex legacies of
patriarchy and Orientalism. Arab feminisms resist essentialist portrayals of Arab women as
either wholly oppressed or fully emancipated (Mernissi, 1991). Instead, they emphasizes
women’s multidimensional realities—which is exactly what emerged from the narratives shared
by the participants in this research.

Throughout the case studies, participants revealed how they move between and across
dichotomies identified by scholars such as Khamis and Mili (2018): tradition and modernity, the
local and the global, the private and the public. Whether through Sadeem’s intentional use of her
hijab as a symbol of empowered identity in intercultural settings or the deepened spirituality that
Aisha developed during her time abroad, the women in this study embody the multidirectional,
non-binary feminist practice that Arab feminisms highlights. Instead of subscribing to monolithic
Western notions of “liberation,” the participants in this research expressed nuanced agency and
subtle forms of resistance, negotiation, and adaptation within their specific cultural and religious
contexts.

Additionally, the study reinforces Arab feminist critiques of both Orientalism and
localized Saudi patriarchal structures. As discussed in the cross-case analysis, some participants
expressed frustration with the assumptions U.S. peers and faculty made about their competence,

beliefs, and agency. Both Noor and Sadeem shared experiences where being visibly Muslim or
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Saudi meant they were underestimated or stereotyped. At the same time, some participants
articulated frustration at gendered constraints imposed by Saudi law or social expectations. Farah
was clearly frustrated by the guardianship requirement in early iterations of the KASP
scholarship and Aisha faces ongoing challenges navigating the expectations of her conservative
parents. This dual critique—of Orientalist framing and Saudi Arabia’s patriarchal structures—is
central to Arab feminisms and is echoed in the lived realities of the study’s participants.

Finally, the findings of this study support Arab feminism’s insistence on attending to the
complexity of Arab women’s lived experiences. While all participants were Saudi women, their
class positions, familial structures, educational backgrounds, and professional goals varied
greatly. Noor and Sadeem’s ambitions were shaped by elite educational privilege; Maryam’s
graduate school path was grounded in Rudaina’s matriarchal foresight; Farah’s single
motherhood and autonomy defied both Western and Saudi stereotypes. These differences
highlight how Arab feminisms, much like transnational feminism, seek to amplify a multiplicity

of voices while resisting monolithic representations.

Saudi Feminism and Women’s Rights Activism

The findings of this study are also deeply embedded within the very specific
sociopolitical, religious, and cultural terrain of Saudi feminism—a framework shaped by local
norms, power structures, and the evolving intersection of Saudi state policy and Saudi women's
everyday agency. As outlined in Chapter 1, Saudi feminisms differ from dominant Western
models or even some pan-Arab models of feminism. Saudi feminisms are often subtle,

negotiated, and strategically embedded within systems of patriarchy and the Saudi state rather
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than oppositional to them. This “stealth activism” (Tsujigami, 2018), which resists overt
confrontation while still effecting change, is evident throughout the experiences and reflections
of the participants.

None of the participants explicitly identified as feminists or activists, a finding that is in
alignment with prior scholarship showing that Saudi women often reject such labels due to the
state’s repression of activism and the Western connotations of the term “feminism” (Findlow,
2013; Tsujigami, 2018). However, the participants’ life choices—pursuing advanced education
abroad, resisting conventional timelines for marriage, advocating for their rights within their
families, and envisioning professional and leadership roles upon their return—embody core
principles of feminist resistance, even if not named as such. For instance, Farah’s decision to
study in the U.S. as a divorced, single mother reflects a bold rejection of Saudi societal norms
around marriage and motherhood. Her reflection that if she were to return to Saudi Arabia, . . . I
would have the support of my family, but [ would also have the obligations [to them]. Like, the
pressure and the expectations. Like, I don’t want people to intrude in my life . . .” suggests she
fully embraces that sense of personal autonomy she has cultivated in raising her daughter and
living her life independently in the U.S.

The findings also reflect the internalization of state-led narratives of reform and what
scholars have referred to as state-sponsored feminism (Ahmed, 2021; Al-Rasheed, 2013). The
women [ interviewed were grateful for recent legal changes in their home country such as the
lifting of the driving ban or reforms to the guardianship system. Yet their gratitude was often
tempered by realism. Noor, for example, was deeply skeptical of the idea of personal activism.

She reflected, “It’s not my responsibility to make a change... How do you know the change you
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will make is what society needs in general?” Her comments indirectly suggested to me personal
pragmatism, skepticism about the power of grassroots protest, and caution about state retaliation.
She and many of the other participants I spoke with chose to focus their energy and attention on
the power of self-transformation and family improvement instead.

This form of engagement exemplifies what Sirri (2024) describes as the “multi-
dimensional trade-offs” Saudi women must navigate when interacting with structures of power
and resistance. Noor and the other participants often seemed to practice what Tsujigami (2018)
and Sirri (2024) term “patriarchal bargaining”—a strategy of negotiating with the systems in
place to gain agency without overt confrontation. Aisha, for example, described how she secured
family support for her educational pursuits through negotiation and relational strategy. Maryam’s
experience suggests the possibility that such resistance can even be intergenerational in nature, as
it was her mother Rudaina who led the family’s migration to the U.S.

Thus, contemporary Saudi women’s rights activism emerges not as a monolithic
movement but as complex series of behaviors, strategies, and choices—some visible, others
covert—each deeply informed by the unique political risks and cultural landscape of the
Kingdom. The participant’s actions represent a distinctly Saudi feminist practice—one that
challenges gender norms, redefines expectations, and expands what is possible for Saudi women
today. Their stories point to the necessity of theorizing Saudi feminisms on their own terms—

rooted in the lived experiences and nuanced agency of Saudi women themselves.

Limitations
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As with all qualitative research, this study is shaped and bounded by several limitations,
which are important to acknowledge in order to contextualize the findings and their potential
implications. These limitations stem from the scope of the research, the methodological design,
my positionality as the researcher, and the broader sociopolitical context in which the study was

conducted.

Sample Size and Representation

This study relied on in-depth, semi-structured interviews with a small, purposefully
selected group of Saudi women who pursued graduate education in the U.S. While this sample
allows for rich, thick, and nuanced narratives and a depth of understanding that is often not
possible in large-scale studies, it does limit the generalizability of the findings. The women
featured in this study represent a specific subgroup: those who had the opportunity and resources
to study abroad under the King Abdullah Scholarship Program.

It is important to note that nearly all of the participants come from privileged or very
privileged socioeconomic backgrounds. Most had access to high-quality primary and secondary
education, familial support, and the financial and social capital necessary to pursue international
education. Their experiences, perspectives, and strategies for navigating transnational education
and gendered expectations are shaped, at least in part, by this class-based privilege. As such,
their stories are not representative of all Saudi women, particularly those from lower-income
families, rural areas, or more conservative communities whose mobility and opportunities may

be more constrained.
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Self-Selection and Willingness to Share

Participation in this research was voluntary, which introduces the possibility of self-
selection bias. The women who agreed to participate may be more open, reflective, or willing to
share their experiences than others who chose not to participate. Additionally, most participants
come from relatively privileged backgrounds, which may influence their sense of security or
confidence in speaking about sensitive topics, including gender roles, family dynamics, and
social expectations.

The sensitive nature of the topics discussed—particularly around family and social
relationships, religion, identity, and political resistance—may have also led participants to
withhold certain thoughts or opinions out of fear of judgment, misunderstanding, or potential
repercussions. Even with careful attention to building rapport and ensuring confidentiality, the
impact of self-censorship, cultural norms around privacy, and concerns about surveillance cannot

be entirely mitigated.

Language Concerns

Interviews for this study were conducted entirely in English. While all participants have a
working proficiency in English, it is not the first language for any of the women. As such,
nuances in expression or meaning may have been misinterpreted on my part or on the part of the
interviewees. The choice to conduct interviews in English was made for reasons of access and
feasibility, but it is possible that some participants may have articulated themselves differently,

or more fully, in their native language of Arabic.
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Researcher Positionality

As a White, U.S.-born, Western-educated, non-Muslim woman, my positionality
inevitably shaped the research process—from participant recruitment and interview interactions
to data interpretation and analysis. Despite my efforts to approach the study with reflexivity and
humility, my identity and cultural background may have influenced how participants engaged
with me and how I interpreted their narratives. While I have worked closely with Arab and Saudi
students in professional and personal capacities in the past, I do not share the lived experience of
being a Saudi woman, and I remain deeply aware of the interpretive distance that this creates. At
the same time, I view this study as a collaborative act of listening and co-construction, grounded
in transnational feminism’s ethical commitments to amplifying women’s voices rather than

speaking for them.

Political and Cultural Sensitivity

One key limitation of this study is the political and cultural context in which it was
conducted. Given the current climate in Saudi Arabia—where state surveillance, restrictions on
free expression, and the repression of dissent remain widespread—it is likely that participants
exercised caution in how they shared their experiences. Even in an anonymized and confidential
research setting, concerns about how their narratives might be interpreted or circulated may have
influenced the depth and candor of their responses, particularly in relation to sensitive topics
such as critiques of the state, religious authority, or patriarchal norms.

Additionally, the widespread discourse around state-sponsored feminism in Saudi Arabia

may have shaped participants’ perceptions and responses in more subtle ways. Government-led
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reforms have expanded women’s rights in highly visible ways, and many participants may have
genuinely benefited from these changes. As a result, they may not have felt the need to critique
state policies—or may have viewed critique as inappropriate or disloyal in light of perceived
progress. This presented an interpretive challenge for me: the absence of overt critique in
participant narratives may reflect a combination of self-censorship, strategic silence, or sincere
alignment with state-led narratives about female empowerment. Each possibility carries
implications for how the findings should be understood and contextualized.

In addition, the political climate in the United States during the data collection and the
analysis phases of this research has added a further layer of complexity. Quickly shifting
immigration policies and heightened scrutiny of international students—particularly those from
Muslim-majority countries—have contributed to a climate of anxiety and uncertainty for many.
These policies and political discourses have created an environment in which international
students may feel especially vulnerable or mistrustful of institutional authority. For Saudi women
in particular, who are navigating both gendered expectations and transnational border regimes,
these dynamics may have influenced how freely and fully they shared their stories—even in the
relative safety of a confidential research interview. As an informed researcher, my own
heightened sensitivity on these issues surely impacted my research design and my interaction
with the participants, as well as my interpretation and analysis of the collected data.

All together, these dynamics point to the limitations inherent in conducting qualitative
research within politically sensitive environments. The findings of this study must be interpreted
with an awareness that what was not said—or could not be said—may be just as significant as

what was shared.
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Conclusions

This dissertation set out to explore how Saudi Arabian women who pursue graduate
education in the United States perceive the impact of their educational and personal journeys.
Through in-depth, narrative-centered interviews with seven participants, the study examined how
these women navigated, challenged, and reimagined their roles within intersecting cultural,
religious, and institutional structures. Drawing upon frameworks of transnational feminism,
Islamic and Arab feminisms, and localized understandings of Saudi feminisms and women’s
rights activism, this research offers a grounded and nuanced understanding of Saudi women’s
lived experiences as international students, daughters, mothers, and emerging professionals.

Across the participants’ stories, several conclusions emerged. First, the act of studying
abroad itself was a form of negotiated agency. The decision to leave Saudi Arabia—sometimes
involving complex bargaining within families—represented a calculated, courageous pursuit of
personal and professional growth. Many of the women were pioneers in their own right—some
were the first in their families to pursue graduate education abroad, while others entered
academic or professional fields where few, if any, Saudi women had gone before them. Their
decisions to forge these paths often came with risk and uncertainty, but also with a deep sense of
purpose. While the participants did not describe themselves as feminists or activists, their actions
embodied many of the principles of feminist resistance, including autonomy, self-determination,
and the subversion of gendered expectations.

Second, participants in this study describe transformative shifts in their perceptions of

themselves and their futures. For the women interviewed, educational experiences in the U.S.
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created space for reflection and reimagining—of career paths, family roles, and personal
boundaries. This transformation, however, was not linear. It was marked by moments of doubt,
homesickness, and ambivalence, reflecting the layered identities and trade-offs inherent in
transnational mobility. And yet, throughout these experiences, participants consistently exhibited
confidence, resilience, and a capacity to adapt—traits that sustained them through both personal
and systemic challenges.

Third, participants’ experiences reflect what scholars like Tsujigami (2018) and Sirri
(2024) term “stealth activism” and “patriarchal bargaining”—tactics that Saudi women utilize to
assert agency without directly confronting entrenched power structures. Their narratives
challenge dominant Western feminist narratives that equate resistance solely with public protest
or visible activism. Instead, these women’s stories reveal the subtle, context-specific ways in
which Saudi women resist, endure, and adapt—often within the very institutions that seek to
limit them.

Finally, this study confirms that Saudi feminisms must be understood on its own terms—
not in comparison to Western or even broader Arab feminist frameworks, but as a unique,
evolving set of practices rooted in the Kingdom’s sociopolitical realities. The participants’
narratives complicate simplistic representations of female Saudi international students in the
U.S.—they are neither oppressed victims nor heroic resisters. They are, above all else, complex
individuals strategically navigating complex systems to shape their own futures on their own
terms. As trailblazers within their families, academic institutions, and professional spheres, they
embody forms of courage and determination that challenge reductive portrayals and illuminate

the richness of Saudi women’s lived experiences.
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Acknowledging Complexities and Paradoxes

As this study comes to a close, it is vital to acknowledge the layers of complexity and
contradiction that define both the context in which this research was conducted and the lives of
the women whose stories are centered. The women who participated in this study do not fit
neatly into conventional categories—particularly those shaped by Western understandings of
what it means to be an “activist.” Most of the participants did not identify themselves as
feminists or activists, and it is likely that some would even reject such labels. Likewise, external
observers—especially those grounded in Western feminist frameworks—might overlook or

misrecognize their actions as apolitical or passive. And yet, their lived experiences tell a different

story.

Through their pursuit of graduate education abroad, their negotiations with familial and
social expectations, and their aspirations to enter male-dominated professional fields, these
women engaged in acts of boundary-pushing that challenged entrenched gender norms in both
subtle and overt ways. Their actions, while not always framed as resistance, reflect self-defined
and deeply contextualized forms of agency. They illustrate the power of what has been termed
“stealth activism” or “patriarchal bargaining”—strategies that allow for meaningful change from
within rather than in overt opposition to patriarchal systems.

As a researcher, I began this project with a desire to illuminate and amplify Saudi
women’s voices. But the process also demanded that I grapple with what was left unsaid. In
interviews, participants often spoke with circumspection, likely shaped by political sensitivities

and cultural norms around privacy, propriety, and loyalty. Some critiques were softened,
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reframed, or omitted—acts that themselves reflect a strategic navigation of risk. This dynamic
underscores the paradox of voice in authoritarian contexts: what is omitted can be just as
revealing as what is shared.

My intention was never to impose a narrative of resistance where participants did not
name one themselves, but rather to hold space for the complexity of their experiences—to allow
for contradiction, ambiguity, and nuance. The women in this study do not present a single,
unified stance toward feminism, activism, or reform. Instead, their stories reveal a multiplicity of
pathways, identities, and strategies shaped by deeply personal, political, and cultural forces. It is

in this very complexity that their power lies.

Recommendations
The findings of this research suggest several key recommendations for U.S. higher
education institutions, feminist scholars, and future researchers who engage with transnational

student populations, gender studies, and Middle Eastern contexts.

For U.S Higher Education Institutions

It is critical for U.S. higher education institutions to develop culturally responsive support
systems for Saudi and other international women students. These systems should go beyond
basic academic advising to include formal mentoring structures, mental health services, and
culturally aware programming that acknowledges the specific challenges faced by women
navigating transnational contexts and celebrates the special contributions that they can make to

academics and other aspects of campus life. Faculty and staff should be educated in
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intersectional advising practices, recognizing that Saudi women and other international students
may simultaneously contend with issues related to multiple dimensions of their identities—
nationality, religion, gender, and language—as well as academic challenges like understanding
American norms around research practices, academic integrity, and campus policies.
Furthermore, institutions should create and maintain safe spaces—formal and informal—
where international students can engage in open dialogue, reflect on their identities, and build
supportive communities. Perhaps even more importantly, institutions must actively affirm and
protect the rights of international students—particularly their rights to academic freedom,
freedom of expression, and participation in campus life—on equal footing with their U.S. citizen
peers. In times of rising political scrutiny and vulnerability for international students, including
threats of deportation or surveillance, universities must serve as advocates and safe havens that
uphold the principles of equity, intellectual freedom, and human dignity for all members of their

academic communities.

For Feminist Scholars

For feminist scholars and practitioners, this study emphasizes the importance of
broadening the scope of what counts as activism. The experiences of the Saudi women in this
study highlight the need to validate strategic, subtle, or ambiguous forms of resistance—those
that may not align with dominant Western feminist frameworks but are nonetheless powerful and
intentional. Scholars must be attentive to the language and labels used in feminist discourse,
resisting the urge to universalize or impose theoretical models that do not account for local

context. Instead, feminist inquiry should center the narratives of women from the Global South,
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amplifying their voices without simplifying or romanticizing their experiences. Ambiguity,
contradiction, and ambivalence are not signs of apathy or confusion but signs of deeply

thoughtful engagement with complex realities.

For Researchers

My reflection on the findings of this study suggests several exciting directions worth
pursuing in further research. For example, broadening the demographic scope to include Saudi
women from a wider range of socioeconomic backgrounds, regions, or educational destinations
could give additional insights into the diversity of experiences within the population of Saudi
women who study abroad. In addition, more focused studies on the roles of male allies, siblings,
and parents in supporting or inhibiting women’s mobility and education would provide a richer
understanding of changing gender dynamics in Saudi families. This area remains relatively
underexplored in existing literature on Saudi feminisms, which has traditionally centered
women's resistance to patriarchal systems without much attention to the potential for
collaboration, advocacy, or transformation within male familial and social roles. Finally,
longitudinal studies that follow Saudi women after their return home could shed light on how
transnational education shapes long-term personal and professional trajectories, as well as how
these individuals continue to negotiate agency within the evolving landscape of the Saudi

context.
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Appendix

Recruitment Flyer

RESEARCH STUDY

Are you a Saudi woman who is:

a current graduate student in the U.S.
OR

an alum of a U.S. graduate program?

| am a PhD student researching the experiences of

Saudi women who have studied/lived in the U.S.
| am interested in hearing YOUR story!

Please contact me if you'd like to join the study
or get more details:
Natalie Vinski Ibrahim, University of Maryland
nvinskieumd.edu

*Each participant will receive a $50 Amazon gift card in

appreciation for their time and involvement™®
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Recruitment Email

Participant Recruitment Email
Project: The Perceived Impact of Education Abroad in the U.S. for Saudi Arabian Women
Principal Investigator: Natalie Vinski Ibrahim

Dear ,
My name is Natalie Vinski Ibrahim, a PhD candidate in International Education Policy at the University
of Maryland, College Park. Thank you for reaching out to me and your interest in my research project. As

(name of referral) may have mentioned, I am interested in learning about your experience as
a Saudi woman studying in the U.S. It is anticipated that this research will contribute to a fuller
understanding of women’s issues in a global context, particularly around the topics of education and
employment. [ believe you can offer important insight on these topics and would like to invite you to be a
participant in this study.

The procedures involve you participating in one or two individual interviews with me. Interviews will be
conducted in English and can take place through your preferred means (e.g. through video conference like
FaceTime, WhatsApp or Zoom, or telephone). In-person interviews may be suggested if local COVID-19
guidelines allow and if we are both comfortable with the arrangement. Interview dates/times are flexible
and can be arranged around your schedule. It is anticipated that the interview(s) will last 30-60 minutes.

Y our participation in this research is completely voluntary and you can opt out of the study at any point
for any reason. This research is not linked to any governmental or political organization. Your
participation will be kept confidential, and no one will know you have participated. All of your responses
will be made anonymous and any personally identifying details will be removed. I will ask your
permission to record our interview(s) to ensure accuracy and for transcription purposes, but recording is
not required for your participation.

As a gesture of appreciation for your time and involvement, you will be emailed a $50 Amazon gift card
after each interview.

If you are interested in participating in this research, please respond letting me know your availability and
preferred meeting format, and I will follow up with additional details. I greatly appreciate your time and
consideration. Please feel free to reach me at nvinski@umd.edu if you have any questions or concerns.
Sincerely,

Natalie Vinski Ibrahim
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Semi-Structured Interview Protocol

Structured/Demographic Questions:

Please choose a first name for your pseudonym (you can tell me later)
What is your age?

Where were you born/hometown (and country)?

Are you single/married/engaged?

Do you have children?

How long have you been in the U.S. (and during what years)?

What U.S. institution(s) have you attended? (and during what years)
What was/is your major(s) or course of study?

Semi-structured Questions & Topics:

Education

Family

Tell me about your primary and secondary school experiences in Saudi Arabia (or wherever
you studied), including where you studied, in what kind of school, how you felt during your
time in school.

Next, if you attended higher education in Saudi Arabia (before or after you studied in the
U.S.), tell me about that experience, including where you studied, in what institution, how
you felt during this/these time(s).

Also, tell me about your experience studying in the U.S.- what has it been [or what was it]
like? What have been the challenges and opportunities in your learning? What aspects of the
experience have been most significant and why?

Tell me about your family/how would you describe your family?

What did you learn about your role in the world (from life in your family)?
How has your family influenced your education plans/decisions, including your decision to study

in the U.S.?

If participant has children - how have your experiences in the U.S. impacted your child(ren)?
If participant has spouse/partner - how have your experiences in the U.S. impacted your

child(ren)?

Future goals

What are your goals/plans/hopes for the future?
What challenges/barriers/concerns do you have about achieving your goals?

Living in the U.S.

What has it been like living in the U.S.?
How was life in the U.S. different from life in Saudi Arabia? Can you give some examples? What
do you see as opportunities and challenges living in the U.S.?

Specifically, how was your experience as a woman similar or different when you lived in the U.S.

versus when you lived in the KSA?
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Returning to KSA
e How do you feel about returning home? Please share some highlights, thoughts, challenges,
opportunities...Give examples please

Women in KSA
e  What, if any, special opportunities do you perceive women in KSA to have? Can you give some
examples?
e What do you see to be the biggest challenges for women living in KSA? Can you give some
examples?

e How do you interpret/conceptualize/think about the term “feminism”?
e Do you think many/most Saudi women share your interpretation? If not, how do you see their
interpretation differing from yours?

Additional Questions for participants who temporarily returned/visited Saudi Arabia during the
course of their study in the U.S.:

Returning to KSA
e How did it feel when you first returned home?
e What about your feelings after you had been back for a while?
e  What was the biggest challenge? What were the opportunities?

Personal changes
e  What changes did you notice within yourself when you returned home?
¢  What have family members or others commented to you about how you had (or had not) changed
during your time in the U.S.?
e What changes did you notice in your family? (children and/or partner)

Women in KSA

e After you returned from the U.S., did any of your thoughts/feelings about women’s rights (and
other aspects of the situation of women) in KSA change?
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