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Abstract

This study used sociocultural theory as a lens to explore the social interactions between
young children and adults, including parents, maids and Early Childhood Teachers (ECTS),
during emergent literacy practices at home and in kindergarten environments in the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia (KSA). The study examined adults’ literacy beliefs, attitudes, roles, and
relationships in the home and the kindergarten environment, and how this relationship
contributes to young children’s literacy learning from middle and below average income
families. Mixed Methods Explanatory Sequential design was used to organise the investigation.
In the first phase of the study, a sample of 325 parents with children aged three to five and a half
years old was obtained from 10 kindergarten centres in Mecca. In the second phase, case studies
of two children in their social environments with their two maids and two ECTs were included.
Four in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with ECTs and maids, along with
classroom observations of the social interaction during emergent literacy activities between

teachers and the focus children in the kindergarten centres.

Results from the questionniare revealed that literacy as a social practice was evident
through the ways children and adults interacted during literacy-based practices. Nearly one third
of parents indicated that their children have shown interest in adults’ reading materials in the
home, including newspapers, TV guides, magazines, computers, and smartphones. More
importantly, fathers in this study were less engaged than mothers in their daily literacy practices
at homes. An integrated analysis from the parental questionnaire, teachers’ interviews, and
classroom observations revealed that reading the Quran to children at home and in the
kindergarten occurred frequently in order to develop children’s reading skills and to strengthen
children’ sense of identity in their Muslim culture and heritage. Parents’ level of education was
found to have an impact on the children’s positive attitude and interest in using technological
tools as a literacy source of learning and communication with others at home. There was a

significant effect of the household income on the child’s attitudes in response to print.

The communication between parents and ECTs was found to be influenced by gender
segregation law in KSA. This study showed that mothers were the main people who were
culturally allowed to communicate with ECTs, but not fathers. The most surprising finding that
Saudi fathers were found to be mostly involved in the kindergarten centres in relation to their
children’s behavioural issues. Interestingly, the kindergarten directors were found to be the only

people in charge to communicate with fathers, not the ECTs. This may be due to the fact that

vii



directors in the KSA have the status or position of power to take in charge in communicating

with fathers.

This study found that parents and teachers in home and kindergarten setting are
disconnected and do not value each others’ roles. The analysis revealed that almost all parents
agreed that fathers and mothers played a significant role in their children’s literacy development.
In contrast, the majority of parents disagreed with the important role ECTs have played in
fostering children’s literacy learning. The study found that ECTs experienced limited
opportunities to integrate techno-literacy resources, such as computers, iPads, and the Internet,
during teaching literacy experiences, and had a lack of literacy training, which eventually

influenced their limited perspective toward teaching literacy.

Further analysis indicated that the role of maids in engaging with young children’s literacy
practices in KSA was important, under-recognised and under-utilised. The importance of this
finding cannot be overstated. Maids in this study were found to have an influence on children’s
writing and drawing skills and on children’s social interaction with others at home, while they
had no influence on children’s attention to rhyming sounds, using technological tools, response
to print, or reading skills. Significant differences were found in terms of children’s interactions
with others depending on whether there was or was not a maid in the home. ECTs agreed on the
influence of maids on Saudi children’s literacy learning. However, they had different
perspectives toward the level of maids’ influence on children. This may be determined by
teachers’ own perspectives and working experiences with children and parents.

Recommendations from this study are targeted at teachers, who have scope to activate
fathers’ role in their children’s literacy education. There are several ways in which this could be
achieved, such as by designing literacy workshops for fathers in order to develop their
understanding of the importance of emergent literacy learning, and by involving them
effectively in their children’s education, including literacy. Parents were scarcely aware of the
positive and important role that ECTs play in their children’s emergent literacy learning in the
kindergarten environment. There is room for change in the relationships between parents and
teachers, especially in terms of open communication methods between home and kindergarten
settings. This thesis includes a detailed discussion of these findings, as well as recommendations

for practical application and future research.
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Chapter One — How Children Learn Literacy in Their Social Context

“The evidence also shows that interactions between adults and children as they encounter literacy are
significant in shaping literacy practices and the human relationships that surround and are embedded in
literacy” (Hall, Larson, & Marsh, 2003, p. 94).

1.1 Introduction

Children gain their first knowledge and experiences in their home environment, learning
from sources including adults, such as parents, grandparents, siblings, and sometimes domestic
workers. Through social interaction, children engage with others in home learning and develop
their own emergent literacy skills. This study was located in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
(KSA), where maids play a significant role in child rearing and education at home. Kindergarten
centres play another vital role in maintaining children’s emergent skills before they begin
school. This research investigates the social interaction of young children with adults at home
and in the kindergarten environment during involvement in emergent literacy activities. It uses
sociocultural theories to examine social interaction and children’s learning, as their learning is

scaffolded by others.

1.2 My Personal Interest in Carrying Out this Research

Because of my own experiences working as an early childhood teacher, and more recently
in my role as university lecturer in Umm Al-Qura University in Mecca, | am interested in
literacy for children aged three to five years. The journey of my current investigation has been
influenced by my study in Australia for more than six years. This interest escalated when |
started my Masters degree at the University of Western Sydney, where | had opportunities to
work in several Australian childcare centres in Sydney. My understanding was developed and
extended to view literacy through another cultural lens. | was amazed by how different cultures
value literacy and practices differently to my own culture (Saudi culture). This influenced my
decision to be a researcher in the emergent literacy area. When | moved to Newcastle to do my
second Masters degree (Master of Philosophy in Education) and subsequently commenced PhD
study with a focus on early childhood literacy, | was influenced by Linda Newman, who guided
my further investigation and understanding of literacy from a contemporary perspective. From
my research, | found that there is great concern regarding teaching emergent literacy in the

kindergarten stage around the world. As discussed in Chapter Four, based on the existing



literature, many Early Childhood Teachers (ECTSs) still use a directed teaching style which
focuses on fundamental concepts and processes of literacy through the use of pencil and paper
tasks (Clark & Kragler, 2005). Few ECTs have the knowledge to incorporate technology in
teaching emergent literacy. Nor do they use a broader range of socially oriented approaches.

Another concern | had was addressing the gap in the existing literature: most of the
literature available exclusively investigates a few aspects of home literacy, such as reading and
writing skills. I agree with Grieshaber, Shield, Luke, and Macdonald (2011), who proposed that
the Home Literacy Environment (HLE) is an important contextual factor, is complex, and needs

to be investigated through all aspects of literacy learning.

Accordingly, 1 decided to further investigate many aspects of home literacy, including oral
language (such as talking, listening, phonemic awareness), language usage in a range of
functions, reading and print awareness (such as environmental print awareness), writing, visual
literacies (such as viewing and drawing, and critical thinking), the literacies of technology (such
as computers, internet, iPads, iPhones, iPods), popular culture (such as movies, theatre, art),
functional literacy (such as road maps, timetables), and literacies other than Arabic that are
relevant to the lives of young children. Researchers have not examined in great depth the role of
fathers in their children’s literacy: in particular, in Eastern countries, including KSA. What
previous research there is revealed that fathers participated in their children’s literacy practices,
although less than mothers (Morgan, Nutbrown & Hannon, 2009). As a result of this gap, |
chose to focus on the role of fathers in children’s literacy learning, as well as fathers’

communications with their children’s ECTs and the ways in which this communication occurs.

Moreover, | decided to investigate the relationships between these factors and other home
variables, such as literacy artefacts, functional uses of literacy, verbal references to literacy,
library use, parental encouragement and value of reading, parental teaching of skills, beliefs
about their own roles, ECTs and maids’ role in assisting their children’s emergent literacy,
parental modelling of literacy behaviours, parental education, and parental attitudes toward

education.

The other issue | found in the existing research was the lack of communication between
homes and the kindergarten setting (Alameen et al., 2015). Beside this, there was little
recognition of the vital role of ECTs in children’s emergent literacy in many cultures, including
Eastern culture: in particular, KSA. In addition, ECTs face several challenges related to work
restrictions and the ability to communicate with children’s parents only within culturally and



socially acceptable boundaries. This has led many teachers to become conscious of how difficult
it is to communicate with children’s fathers in particular. Although ECTs are aware of the
important role and value of fathers being actively involving in their children’s education,
development, and literacy in learning, they seem to lack an awareness of how to involve fathers.
From my experience of working as a teacher in a kindergarten centre in KSA and my
professional experiences as a student working in Australian childcare centres, | have noticed the
differences in regard to children’s literacy learning in terms of the curriculum, resources,
perspectives, and teaching pedagogies. This inspired the investigative aims of this study: to
explore the way that ECTs in KSA view and integrate literacy in the teaching activities in and
out of the classroom areas, in order to understand children’s social interaction with adults (at
home and kindergarten environments) during emergent literacy practices. Figure 1.1 illustrates
the clear picture of the investigation process of Saudi children’s emergent literacy learning.

Child

Social interaction

Home Literacy Environment . .
y Kindergarten Literacy

_ Environment
Parents and maids

Teachers and peers

Teachers’ level of education,
qualifications, beliefs,
relationship with parents

Adults’ level of educations,
attitudes, beliefs, interests and
relationship with teachers

And children’s literacy And how this relationship contribute to
learning children’s literacy learning

Figure 1.1. The investigation process for this study

1.3 Research Aims and Research Questions

Responding to the gaps in knowledge about adults’ roles in assisting young children’s
literacy learning, this study explores the sociocultural environments of KSA homes and
kindergartens. It investigates the roles of parents, teachers and maids, who all contribute to the
development of young children’s literacy. This research is a mixed methods study conducted in

two phases.



This study had two aims, together they addressed both the home and kindergarten

environments in the KSA. The research aim for the first phase (the Questionnaire Phase) was:

1) To explore children’s literacy practices at home, encompassing the reading of books, print
awareness, interest in letters and writing, multi-literacy, technological interests (watching video

and TV, and using computers), popular culture and critical literacy in the home setting

In the second phase (the Case Studies Phase), the research aim was:
2) To explore early childhood teachers’ literacy beliefs, practices, philosophies, teaching
pedagogies and their own perspectives toward the roles of parents and maids regarding
children’s emergent literacy learning. This exploration included communication between home

and kindergarten.

The primary research question this study addressed was: “What is the role of adults in
young children’s literacy learning in KSA?” The sub-questions in both phases framed the study

and guided the investigation process:

Questionnaire Phase

1. To what extent and in what ways do parents engage with their children’s literacy activities at

home?

2. How do parents view the role of early childhood teachers and maids in their children’s

literacy learning?

Case Studies Phase
1. How do early childhood teachers and maids provide an environment to support children’s

literacy learning in the home and the kindergarten?

2. How do early childhood teachers communicate with parents? And in what ways does this

communication benefit children’s literacy learning?

3. How do early childhood teachers view the role of parents and maids in children’s literacy

development?



1.4 Key Terms of the Study

Key terms used through the thesis include emergent literacy, communication, educated,
non-educated, home literacy environment (HLE), and kindergarten. Emergent literacy, or “early
literacy,” is related to children’s early literacy concepts, behaviours, and skills that develop into
and precede conventional literacy (Kaderavek & Sulzby, 1999; Schickedanz, 1990; Sulzby,
1985; Teale & Sulzby, 1996). Beck (2002) suggests that “emergent literacy is concerned with the
early phases of literacy development, the period between birth and the time when children read
and write conventionally” (p. 44). Floyd, Canter and Judge (2008) have also argued that a
universal definition of the term “emergent literacy” is needed to include behaviour such as
interacting with technology and print-based resources. Another emergent literacy definition has

included these early literacy behaviours as well as language development:

literacy includes talking, listening, and visual literacies such as viewing and drawing, and critical
thinking, not just reading and writing. In addition, the literacies of technology (such as computers,
internet, faxes), popular culture (such as movies, theatre, art), functional literacy (such as road
maps, timetables), ecological literacy (especially for Indigenous groups) and literacies other than
English are relevant to the lives of young children today (Spedding, Harkins, Makin & Whiteman,
2007, p.7).
Spedding et al.’s (2007) definition does not include any mention of social interactions as an
important element of literacy development. Accordingly, the contemporary and broader
perspective of “emergent literacy” is included in the Five Literacy Keys developed by Woodrow,
Arthur and Newman (2014) in order to frame the Literacy Connection Professional Learning

Program. These are:

1. Literacy is a social practice.

2. Children are learning about literacy in their families and communities.

3. Play with familiar literacy materials encourages children to take on roles of literacy users.

4. Literacy learning involves key concepts and processes. These include concepts of print,
phonemic awareness, phonics, processes of speaking and listening, reading and writing, visual

literacy and critical literacy.
5. Educators have a critical role in scaffolding children’s literacy understandings (p. 92).
I will discuss sociocultural theories and literacy as social practice in Chapter Three of this thesis.

In addition, communication between adults and Early Childhood Teachers (ECTs) plays a
significant role in fostering children’ emergent literacy. In this context, communication is

defined as dialogic interactions, including verbal, non-verbal, and physical interactions, that



occur between adults and children (Jonsson & Williams, 2013). Sustaining positive and
productive communication channels between both parties can enhance the educational system,
as parents are considered one of the most influential factors in children’s education. In this
thesis, the use of the term *educated’ in this research refers to ‘formally educated’, and ‘non-

educated’ refers to ‘not-formally educated’.

The home literacy environment (HLE) is vital in motivating and developing children’s
literacy learning. The home environment includes several variables that may influence the way
that children grasp literacy knowledge and experiences. In recent years, researchers such as
Phillips and Lonigan (2009) have defined the HLE,

as encompassing variables such as literacy artefacts, functional uses of literacy, verbal references
to literacy, library use, parental encouragement and value of reading, parental teaching of skills,
child interest, parental modelling of literacy behaviours, parental education, and parental attitudes
toward education (p. 147).

Although this definition includes all the aspects of a HLE, exposing children to
technological literacy resources — such as watching educational programs on TV, playing with
educational songs and e-stories on iPhones and iPads, as well as using the computer to play
reading and writing activities — are increasingly significant aspects. These aspects relate to
technological resources now available in many households, including Western and Eastern
households. In any case, children’s social and cultural contexts are very significant and should
be considered by ECTs.

Another term used in this thesis is kindergarten. In KSA, kindergarten is also called

preschool stage, encompassing children aged three to six years.

1.5 Overview of the Thesis

This thesis consists of nine chapters. Chapter One discusses my personal, social, cultural,
and historical context and interest in carrying out this research, my research statement, and the
keys terms that used in the present study.

Chapter Two highlights the social and cultural context of KSA, which has influenced the
choice of the research methods and the methodology of this study. This chapter discusses the
conservative and complex social, educational, and political characteristics of KSA, drawn from
the Islamic law of gender segregation within the country. Saudi women have been through major
changes in educational, social and even political life as a a result of the previous King

(Abdullah), who acknowledged and believed in the role of Saudi women in shaping their own



society and leading the country beside men toward a better future. This chapter takes us from the
traditional view of Saudi lives to the modern changes that have happened in Saudi education,

including kindergarten, and the social life of Saudi's citizens, including women.

In Chapter Three, VWgotsky’s sociocultural theory is discussed in relation to child
development and education. This chapter highlights how children learn and develop within
WWygotsky’s theory in terms of the concepts of imagination and play, the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD), and mediation. Contemporary literacy perspectives, including literacy as
social practice and events perspectives, are discussed in depth with examples. Chapter Three
explores VWgotsky’s concept of mediation through play-based literacy learning practices which

facilitate children’s learning.

In Chapter Four the relevant literature is reviewed. The first theme explored in this chapter
is Home Literacy Environment (HLE) variables, such as parents’ level of education and SES,
and parents’ habits, activities, beliefs, and attitudes toward teaching their children emergent
literacy. Maids as a sociocultural part of Saudi households with their roles, language use, and
educational and cultural backgrounds are highlighted. The second theme is the Kindergarten
Literacy Environment (KLE), exploring the ECT’s emergent literacy practices in the classroom,
their beliefs, educational levels, qualifications, and their teaching style and philosophies. The
third theme introduced in this chapter discusses the relationship between home and kindergarten
settings, and communication processes and styles in terms of supporting children’s emergent

literacy practices.

Chapter Five discusses the research design, which is based on Mixed Methods
Explanatory Sequential (MMES) design. It explores the adopted research paradigm and methods
of investigation in both phases, including the quantitative (the questionnaire) and qualitative
(case studies, interviews, and observations). This chapter revisits some of the social and cultural
context of KSA, which has influenced the investigation process and choices in the research

design. It explores the approaches that have been used to analyse both types of data.

In Chapter Six, the quantitative data is described and discussed. Descriptive Analysis (DA)
and Factor Analysis (FA) were both used in order to analyse data from the questionnaire. The
use of these approaches to analysis is based on the questionnaire design and the number of
variables. This chapter discuss the correlations found between different variables at home, such
as parental level of education, household income levels, having maids, and how it affects
children’s literacy interests, attitudes, and learning at home.



Chapter Seven is the first of two case study chapters. This chapter describes and discusses
the HLE and KLE of Gasem (pseudonym), who is five years and five months old, through the
questionnaire, interviews, and observation checklist of child, teacher and peer observations
during literacy activities. It also explores the maid’s interaction with Gasem and his literacy
activities at home, her own literacy beliefs, the relationship between home and kindergarten, and
the maid’s relationship with her employer. The chapter discusses the relationships between home

and kindergarten settings through parents and teacher communication.

Chapter Eight follows the same structure as Chapter Seven. It presents and discusses the

data related to Kareem (pseudonym), who is five years and six months old, through a case study.

Chapter Nine integrates the overall analysis and findings of both the quantitative and
qualitative data related to children’s emergent literacy practices, attitudes and interests from the
parental questionnaires, the teachers’ and maids’ interviews, and the classroom observations of
children and teachers’ literacy learning. This chapter concludes by providing several
recommendations and suggestions for future research in the field of the early childhood

education.

Chapter Two will now present the social, cultural, and historical context of KSA.



Chapter Two — The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA): Social and Cultural

Contexts

“Saudi women devise their own strategies to challenge gender inequality and achieve social justice not
only in education but in all life matters, especially given the complexity of women’s issues and concerns
in what is so called ‘Third World’ Islamic patriarchal societies” (Hamdan, 2005, p. 42).

2.1 Introduction

This study was conducted in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), particularly in the city
of Mecca, which is representative because it is one of the biggest cities in KSA. My own
ontological and sociocultural perspectives led me to focus on the role of women in KSA. Being
awoman in KSA is completely different from most parts of the world. Therefore, this chapter

describes some of the complexities of KSA lifestyle and cultural practices.

Without doubt, KSA has unique educational, cultural, social, and socioeconomic
characteristics, which have been shaped by strictly applied Islamic law and oil wealth.
El-Sanabary (1993) highlighted these characteristics, which involve a dual educational system of
males and females, gender-specific educational policy, and curriculum differentiation at various
levels of education, including primary, secondary, high school, and university. The conservative
and complex nature of Saudi culture has been discussed over the decades, with many questions
put forth by scholars (Al-Jadidi, 2012; Al-Rabiah, 2008; Alzaydi, 2010; Robertson & Al-
Zahrani, 2012; Gresham, 2013; Khoja, 2013). | believe that researchers in KSA should draw
their attention to investigating the nature and ambiguities of KSA culture before undertaking any
research there.

This chapter is divided into two main parts. The first part discusses in detail the
characteristics of KSA and the changes it has been through in the last fifty years, especially in
regards to KSA socioeconomic, social and political life, gender segregation, and foreign maids
as significant people in KSA culture, as well as women’s rights and their educational, political,
and social positions in society. The second part discusses the education system, including

kindergarten education, curriculum, teaching pedagogies, objectives, and policy.



2.2 Overview of the Kingdom
2.2.1 Geographical location and weather of KSA

KSA is located in the Middle East in the south western part of Asia. It borders the Persian
Gulf and the Red Sea, north of Yemen (CIA World Fact Book, 2012). Generally, the weather in
KSA is harsh, dry and hot, but it differs from region to region. The KSA is divided
geographically into five main regions: the Central region, including Riyadh, which is the largest
and the capital city of KSA, the Western region, which includes three main cities — Mecca
(known as Makkah), Medina, and Jeddah; the Eastern region, which is the most significant
economic region of KSA as it is the source of the oil wealth of the country; and the Southern and
Northern regions, which are similar in terms of climate and agricultural resources (Hajj &
Umrah, 2011).
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Figure 2.1. Map of KSA (Source: CIA World Fact Book, 2012).

2.2.2 The currency

KSA currency is Saudi Riyal (SR). There are 100 cents per riyal. One SR is equivalent to
about 0.3361 Australian dollars.
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2.2.3 Population of KSA

The population of KSA is estimated at 27,345,986 people (90 per cent Arab; 10 per cent
Afro-Asian) (CIA World Fact Book, 2012). Age group structure is clarified in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1

2.1: Age Groups and Structure in KSA in the Year 2012

Age structure Total Male Female
0-14 years 27.6% 3,869,961 3,681,616
15-24 years 19.3% 2,832,538 2,458,339
25-54 years 45.4% 7,086,004 5,323,373
55-64 years 3.2% 674,571 555,136
65 years and older 3.1% 444,302 420,146 (2014 est.)

2.2.4 Flag of the Kingdom

The flag of KSA is green, featuring an Arabic inscription and a sword in white. The Arabic
inscription is “1a "ilaha ’illa-1lah, muhammadun rastlu-11ah,” which means “There is no God but

God; and Muhammad is his Messenger” (Ministry of Higher Education, 2010). The sword was

added into the flag in 1906, symbolising the military success of Ibn Saud, the founder of the
KSA (see Figure 2.2).

Figure 2.2. KSA Flag (Source: CIA World Fact Book, 2012).

2.2.5 Celebration days in KSA

KSA celebrates three main events during the year. These events relate to religious and

cultural characteristics that shape KSA’s lifestyle and social practices. Saudi National Day (23
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September) is one of the most significant events, which all Saudi citizens celebrate. The second
and third religious events are Eid Al-Fitr and Eid Al-Adha. Eid Al-Fitr is celebrated at the end of
Ramadan, the month of fasting. Muslims in this event give zakat, also called charity, to poor
people. Eid Al-Adha is on the tenth day of Dhu Al-Hijiah and lasts for four days. During these
days, Muslims sacrifice an animal for the sake of Allah and distribute its meat to poor Muslim

families and friends.

2.2.6 Religion and language

In KSA, religion, culture, and government are interconnected. The first word in Quran is
“read”, through which God asks the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) to obey him. This
was an explicit call from God to his prophet to renounce ignorance, and places stress upon
reading and becoming literate. According to BinAli (2013), the call of Islam reflects the
importance of education and knowledge, as well as the imperative to uplift and develop human
minds in order to educate and uplift the society. From this historical and religious position, KSA
becomes the birthplace of Islam and is considered by Muslims the locus of Islamic religion.
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is the custodian of the two Holy Mosques in Mecca and
Medina. Since the beginning of the sixth century AD, Islam has impacted on and shaped KSA
history and character (Pharaon, 2004). All Saudi people are Muslim and have adopted Shari’a
(Islamic doctrine) as law in addition to the constitution of the country (Pharaon, 2004). There are
two main Muslim group in KSA: Sunni and Shia (Nydell, 2002). The population is
approximately 90 to 95 per cent Sunni and 10 to 15 per cent Shia (CIA World Fact Book, 2012).

Islamic doctrines draw on the revelations from God (Allah) to his last prophet Mohammed
(Nydell, 2002). KSA has adopted the Quran and Hadith (the written record of the prophet
Muhammad’s declarations) as the basis of law in the country, and accordingly this law
influences all decisions. According to Nydell (2002) the word Islam means “submission” and
Muslim means “one who submits”. The doctrines of the religion of Islam, as Nydell (2002)
stated, “are viewed as a summation and completion of previous revelations to Jewish and
Christian prophets” (Nydell, 2002, p. 83). Syeed and Ritchie (2005) stated that:

we will use Quran and the Sunnah (traditions of Prophet Muhammad) — Islam’s two authentic
sources of sacred knowledge to support our view that the activities of observing, learning,
contemplating, practicing, and sharing each pillar’s rituals and their underlying meanings to
promote a child’s sense of ethics, vocation, and social responsibility that is balanced with the
child’s development of rich inner spiritual life marked by taqwa (God-consciousness), iman (faith),
and ihsan (virtue) (p. 296).
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Pharaon (2004) emphasised the importance of Islam as a nature-based religion of everyday
Muslim practises, including washing, eating, and communicating with others in proper
behaviours. Nydell (2002) indicated that most of the chapters within the Quran are in cadenced,
rhymed verse, whereas the other are in prose. Quran is the epitome of writing in Arabic style,
and reading and reciting the Quran was the most traditional means of education for Muslim
people (Nydell, 2002).

Arabic language is considered the “Allah-given” language. This is the most significant tie
that binds society in KSA, as it provides a link between the past and present (Chejne, 1965). In
the KSA, Arabic is the official language in all aspects of life and communication. In education,
Arabic instruction is provided in all subjects and at all levels, except when teaching a course
about other languages. Most importantly, Arabic is the language of communicating with Allah
through reading Quran as well as praying. Nowadays, teaching and memorising Quran passages
is a main part of the curriculum in all schools in KSA, beside the mosque. The mosque is not
just a place where Muslims practice praying: it is also considered a traditional school for
learning Shari’a and the Quran. This is available for all Muslims, no matter their age level,

including children.

2.3 The History of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA)

KSA is a monarchy, led by the Al Saud royal family, supported by a council and ministers.
According to Al-Munajjed (1997), in the early eighteenth Century, Saudi Arabia had very strong
tribal roots and histories dating back to Ibn Sau, who was the ruler of the town of Dariya located
in Najd. Muhammad Ben Abdel Wahab (“AlShaikh”) established the foundation of the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia alongside Muhammad Ibn Saud by the nineteenth Century (Baki,
2004; Gresham, 2013). At this time, women in Saudi Arabia were excluded from public life
(Quamar, 2013). In the past, although Saudi Arabia was politically as well as militarily strong, it
was weak in its economic position (Baki, 2004). In 1938, oil was found in KSA, which led the
country to the major changes reflected in the economic boom of the 1970s (Nydell, 2002). This
change called for additional labour, increasing the job opportunities in the cities, leading many
people to move from their traditional life to city life (Baki, 2004). After the oil boom in the early
1970s, improvement in the education sector in KSA for both sexes was evident (Nydell, 2002;
Pharaon, 2004; Quamar, 2013). Economic development will be discussed in depth later in this

chapter.
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Major changes have since taken place in the KSA, brought about by the Crown Prince
Abdullah, who was very serious when he announced reform to the educational, political, and
social life of the country (Raphaeli, 2006). The Saudi government has come to consider
women’s education an area for change; however, the nature of Saudi culture, which has long
relied on gender segregation, has seen slow improvement. The definition and history of gender
segregation will be discussed as a barrier to women’s educational, political and social life in the

following section.

2.4 Overview of Modern Characteristics of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
2.4.1 Saudi’s women social life

Women play an important role in Saudi society. Their role as mothers is significant in
developing a healthy society, and should be recognised and rewarded. Islamic regulations and
laws provide a framework to structure the role of women in society, safeguarding their
contribution. This framework emphasises the marital relationship for women as well as men (Al-
Lail, 2004).

2.4.2 Marriage and divorce
2.4.2.1 Marriage

Islamic family laws are drawn from two significant sources, including the Quran and
Shari’a. Marriage is defined in Islam as a social bond between two parties: it is not applicable
unless both parties (husband and wife) approve it (Khasawneh, Hijazi & Salman, 2011). Men in
the KSA, drawing on Islamic law, have the right to control women’s ability to travel as well as
work. Even after being married, a woman does not take her husband or his family’s name: she
keeps the name of her family in order to establish her civil identity (Al-Lail, 2004). If she is rich,
she can do whatever she wants with her money and can run her own financial matters without
consulting her husband. Even if her husband is poor, he is obligated to take responsibility and
provide her with all the necessities of life (Al-Lail, 2004). For instance, if she used to have a
servant in her family’s house before being married, then she is entitled to have one in her
husband’s house, at his expense (Al-Lail, 2004). Most of the marriage process is arranged

between families.
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2.4.2.2 Divorce

Laws in the KSA are based on Islam, and have granted men more rights than women in
some cases, including divorce (Shannon, 2014). Within Shari’a laws, women have the right to
get divorced; however, it requires the consent of the husband. Additionally, the wife has to forgo
part of (or the entirety of) her dower (Rehman, 2007). Another effect of divorce upon women is
that children belong to the husband’s family and may be lost to the mother after divorce
(Gresham, 2013).

2.4.3 Family and child rearing in the Eastern world

Both fathers and mothers in Eastern Muslim societies, including KSA, play an important
role in the education and upbringing of their children. Fathers in Eastern Muslim families have
ultimate power as they have the final decisions in the households. On the other hand, Eastern
Muslim mothers are slightly different than Western mothers regarding the amount of their
responsibilities. Muslim mothers in the Eastern world, including KSA, are required to transmit
the religious and cultural traditions of the family as well as produce successive generations
(Pharaon, 2004). This does not preclude her right to work outside her house: she may be
employed by a man. Pharaon (2004) argued that in the Quranic view, woman should not be
confined to the four walls in her house: she has a role to play in society according to her desire

to work.

Child rearing means providing children with proper support to ensure they develop well
physically, socially, and intellectually as well as emotionally. In the Islamic world, Muslims
believe that they must raise their children in a strict Muslim environment where they are
required to read and memorise the Quran and perform rituals from a very young age (Khan,
2005). These ritual practices include praying, reading the Quran, fasting (not having food or
drink between sunrise and sunset), and giving a little amount of money from their allowance to
charity (Khan, 2005). According to Khan (2005), young children in Muslim communities are
required not only to memorise the Quran, they are also requiring to memorise the meaning of the
passages they are learning and reading. As part of Islamic and traditional practice, Muslim
families take their young children to mosque to read the Quran and to pray as part of a healthy
upbringing. Most young children attend daily, or sometimes weekly, to learn how to practice
Islamic rituals, not only just praying and reading the Quran. Other Islamic schools include
weekend schools in the mosque, youth groups (run by some religious young Muslims), and
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summer camps that were developed by some parents in order to instill Islamic identity in their
young children (Khan, 2005). In all Muslim families, the Quran is the first Holy book that
inspires spiritual practices in daily life.

Syeed and Ritchie (2005) point out that the first and most important role of Muslim
parents is to assist children to maintain their original nature (fitrah) in their heart, as well as to
train them to practice the Five Pillars of Islam in order to maintain their faith. Children grow and
enter three main stages of development based on the Model of Childhood proposed in Islamic
tradition (Magid, 2003).

1. The first seven years (from birth to seven years) of the child’s life are the years of
exploration and play (Syeed & Ritchie, 2005). Children at this stage are supervised in their
discovery activities by the adults around them, including parents, teachers, siblings, and so
on. This period is reflected in children’s development and learning in the kindergarten
centre.

2. The second seven years (seven to fourteen years) are the years of learning and discipline
(Syeed & Ritchie, 2005). This stage is called the “age of sponsorship,” where parents and
community leaders teach children Islamic manners, the consequences of behaviour, how to
perform the pillars of Islam, and how we connect together as Muslims (Syeed & Ritchie,
2005). At the age of seven, children who do not perform praying (Salat) start to be
disciplined.

3. The final stage (fourteen to twenty-one years) are the years of children being befriended by
their parents and other adults to welcome them into society, where they will be joined in a
sisterhood or brotherhood of equals (Syeed& Ritchie, 2005).

All Muslims, including parents, have been influenced by the Prophet Muhammad’s care
and respect for children, and for this reason, all children love him without seeing him and follow
his practices (Syeed & Ritchie, 2005). An example of this is the Prophet Muhammad’s wife
(Aisha) who reported that when the noble prophet saw his beloved young daughter (Fatima)
coming toward him, he stood up, greeted her and kissed her. He then escorted and seated her in
his lap (Sunan of Abu Dawood, in Talukdar, 2004).
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2.4.4 Saudi women’s social customs

People in KSA have their own customs for both males and females. Each region in the
country also has its own customs. However, in general, men in KSA wear four main pieces of
clothes. They wear an ankle-length shirt of cotton, which is known as a thawb. They wear on
their heads a large square of cotton, which is called as ghutra. Ghutra is usually folded
diagonally over a skullcap, which is known as kufiyyah, and held in place with a black cord

circlet called igaal.

Because of the value placed in Islam on covering women’s bodies, women in KSA
customarily wear the traditional dress, which consists of two items of clothing. The first is the
abaya or “body veil” which covers all the body. The veil is commonly worn by Muslim women
in the Gulf countries, including KSA (Al-Qasimi, 2010). The second is the nigab or burga, in
which a cloth covers the face (except the eyes) as a part of sartorial hijab. A traditional abaya, as
Al-Qasimi (2010) has described, is black, wide, and loose, with large wing-like sleeves open
from the front (see Figure 2.3 below). Although abaya currently has many fashions and designs,
it is still a very important religious and cultural element of Muslim women’s social practice,

including Saudi women.

Figure 2.3. Abaya (Source: Al-Qasimi, 2010, p. 47)
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2.4.5 Maids’ obligations in Saudi households

Maids are significant parts of the Saudi households” makeup. Maids in Saudi households
have been described as “oxygen” that the household cannot live without (Ahmad, 2014). Most
Gulf families, include Saudi families, rely on in-home care provided by foreign maids. Bennett
(2009) reported that many expatriate working women in Dubai believed that enrolling their
young children at governmental nurseries centres was better for their own children’s
development and wellbeing than in-home maids. In parallel, in KSA, almost every upper and
middle class household employs foreign maids who are recruited from non-Arabic speaking
countries, including Indonesia, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, India, Bangladesh, and Ethiopia (Al-
Jarf, 2009). Roumani (2005) highlighted several reasons behind the increased number of
households who employ maids. For example, he suggests that there is a lack of viable
alternatives, such as formal childcare centres, for children 0-2 years, and an increased number of

mothers engaging in employment.

In recent research by Al-Matary and Ali (2013), about eighty per cent of households in
KSA have a maid, but only 50 per cent of mothers have a career. This indicates an
overdependence of mothers on aid from domestic maids (Al-Matary & Ali, 2013). Nowadays,
there are a few private nurseries which have been established with technical and financial
support from the state (UNESCO, 2011). These centres have opened to assist mothers who work
full time and do not have maids. However, these centres do not meet the expectations of most
mothers in terms of the under-qualified staff and the quality of the services provided to young
children (UNESCO, 2011). This leads most mothers to get assistance instead from foreign maids
to take care of their children. Most maids have only a basic level of schooling. According to
Ahmad (2014), some families with non-working mothers have maids to serve and assist in
rearing children. Some children and infants have died as a result of being left in the care of
inexperienced maids, while other maids have simply decided to escape because they could not

bear working in conditions that were not to their liking (Ahmad, 2014).

The KSA has recently faced major issues with the “running maids” phenomenon
(Al-Seghayer, 2012). Recent research has indicated that there are a prevalence of maids running
away for many reasons (Scully, 2009; Al-Seghayer, 2012). These reasons include the work
environment being completely inadequate, being overworked, mistreatment by family members,
poor living conditions inside the sponsor house, very low wages that are not paid on a regular
basis or on time, and sexual harassment (Scully, 2009; Al-Seghayer, 2012). Many families in

KSA still believe that taking care of infants and elderly people is part of a maid’s job, which has
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resulted in problems for families in the past (Ahmad, 2014). Maids have reported that they often
work more than fifteen hours a day with a low salary, though many families believe that this
hard work is equivalent to the salary that maids earn from them (Scully, 2009; Ahmad, 2014).
This has led many maids to run away and seek other domestic work in the lucrative illegal
network where they can earn much higher pay: around 1,200 SR (408.60 AUD) monthly instead
of just 800 SR (272.40 AUD) as made by legal maids (Al-Seghayer, 2012). These housemaids
are lured to work for a illegal network with other runway housemaids because of their need to
earn money and repay debts to recruitment agencies back home (Al-Seghayer, 2012). As a
result, the recruitment of maids has been stopped from the Philippines and Indonesia in an effort
by these two nations to improve the working conditions of their citizens and grant more benefits,
raise their salaries, and improve their living conditions (Ahmad, 2014). This has enticed many
Saudi families to hire illegal maids, as they are the only option they have to find assistance with
their life demands. Many families may hide the truth about their maids’ contract condition
(Ahmad, 2014). These issues led the Saudi government to issue in 2012 new draft legislation in
order to control migrant workers’ passports (UNCCSF, 2012). The new legislation ensures the

right of both parties, including employees and employers.

There has been minimal research investigating the role of maids within Saudi households.
Al-Matary and Ali (2013) acknowledged that the role maids play in society has not been
documented and investigated enough in KSA, and thus the findings of their study could have
relevance to the entirety of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries. This previous
research, as well as current research related to maids in KSA, will be discussed later in this

thesis.

2.4.6 Saudi women’s position in society

In regards to the position of women in society, some interpretations of Quran teachings on
women have been mixed with stereotyping, influenced by the cultural beliefs about Muslim
women. The Quran and Hadith assign women a special status which has legal prescriptions,
detailing their obligations in their private and public roles as mothers, daughters, wives, sisters,
citizens, and believers (Al-Lail, 2004). In Islam, women are granted the time needed to raise a
better generation, and subsequently a better society. Therefore, the Quran has given women an
ethical and moral obligation to raise children, while obeying and taking care of their husband
(Al-Lail, 2004).
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Additionally, the Quran has identified the traditional roles for men in society. Al-Lail
(2004) emphasised the role of men, who are commanded to exert their physical energy as well as
earn a living for their family. They are the complement to the women, who perform the job of
building and maintaining the social structure of the family. This is considered a full time activity
for which men have to pay by spending their earnings on their family (Al-Lail, 2004). This
traditional view reflects the notion that men are obligated to work outside, while women are
obligated to be in private places such as in their families, where they belong and feel protected
and safe. This position, which most women are forced to obey and accept, has recently begun to
change. There are some changes that women have been through within the country in the area of

education, research, politics, and economy, which are highlighted in this chapter.

Women are not allowed to drive cars according to Saudi law (Pharaon, 2004). This law is
not just for Saudi women, but for all women who live in KSA. Research from the United States
of America by Shannon (2014) reflects the experiences of American troops stationed in KSA as
a base of operations for the Gulf War invasion of Iraq by the US and other allied forces in 1990.
Saudi law dictated that women cover themselves entirely, including their faces, outside their
homes and in the presence of unrelated men (Shannon, 2014). This shocked American female

soldiers.

As Saudi culture forbids women from operating vehicles and working in a mixed
environment, something to which American women are accustomed, many questions have been
raised by American women. To minimise the cultural conflict that could arise when American
female soldiers reached KSA, the military briefed female soldiers on Saudi customs and the
ways that they should behave in order to minimise the conflict they might face with the Saudi
populace (Shannon, 2014). As Shannon described, American women were operating supply and
transport vehicles, but only while they were on duty. They were prohibited from driving cars at
any time (Shannon, 2014). Although American servicewomen had an exception allowed by the
Saudi government, they were still subject to Saudi law and risked punishment for violating dress

codes, as well as travelling with unrelated men (Krieger, 2007; Shannon, 2014).

Dowell (1990) has argued that women in the KSA had in the past been permitted to lead
camels across the desert. He argued also that the customary ban on women driving cars was an
un-Islamic decision, as it forced women to hire foreign males as drivers (chauffeurs) to transport
them from place to another (Shannon, 2014; Dowell, 1990). These women still respect their

religious and governmental laws by wearing veils and driving with another female passenger or
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other relatives, so that they do not break the laws against women travelling alone (Shannon,
2014).

In addition, religious police patrol the public spaces on the lookout for improperly veiled
women or those who have transgressed the myriad of other laws meant to enforce sex
segregation (Shannon, 2014). Therefore, women must publicly obey the religious law in the way
they behave and dress, otherwise they will be punished by the religious police. American
soldiers described the complexity of Saudi culture as pure sex discrimination, giving it the term
“gender apartheid” (Shannon, 2014).

As well as not being permitted to travel from place to place, women are also banned from
travelling abroad, even for studying, without written permission from their closest male
relatives, under Saudi and Islamic law (Baki, 2004). Women, as Baki (2004) stated, are
restricted in the use of public transportation when in the presence of unrelated men. For
instance, they have to enter the bus by a separate entrance, which is located in the back of the
bus, and then they must occupy designated seating (Jerichow, 1998). The main reason behind
these mobility restrictions on women specifically is due to the Saudi traditional and religious
beliefs in family honour (Baki, 2004).

The challenge faced by Saudi women in relation to driving has been a barrier for some
women in accessing educational institutions such as schools, universities, and other educational
departments. Women in KSA have suffered for a long time as a result, and have often resigned
themselves to their fate, accepting unhappiness in silence (Quamar, 2013). However, by seeking
higher education, most women are now more educated and have started to voice their demands,
such as their right to drive. Women’s educational history and rights will be introduced in the

following section.

2.4.7 Gender segregation

The conservative nature of KSA has led Saudi Arabia to become the keeper of Islamic
religions (Baki, 2004). Many researchers in the area of education, economic and social life have
studied and investigated the uniqueness of Saudi culture (EI-Hazmi, Al-Swailem, Warsy, Al-
Swailem, Sulaimani, & Al-Meshari, 1995). Without doubt, gender segregation is still considered
a significant aspect of KSA cultural and religious characteristics. Gender segregation is based on
Islamic law, which maintains and reflects the gender divisions (El-Sanabary, 1993; Hamdan,
2005). The Quran gives women and men equal rights, civil rights, and social rights, as well as
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political rights (Baki, 2004). Men in Islam have been given special preferential treatment over
women due to socioeconomic as well as cultural reasons, rather than religious reasons (Naeem-
ul-Haq Chishti, 2012). According to the Quran:

And women have rights similar to the rights against them, according to what is equitable, but men
have a degree over them (Al-Quran 2:228).

Men are the protectors and maintainers of women, since Allah has made some of them excel the
other, and because they have spent of their wealth (Al-Quran 4:34).

Based on Islamic laws, social life within Saudi Arabia is made up of two separate worlds,
which includes private and public domains. As described by Alhazmi and Nyland (2010),
political and economic activities in the public domain are associated with men, while the private
domain is associated exclusively with women. The private domain is where Saudi women spend
most of their time, and includes home, family life, relatives and kinsmen, gardens and intimate
relationships. This domain is described as a sanctuary which men are responsible for keeping
safe and secure for their women (Alhazmi & Nyland, 2010; Deaver, 1980). According to
Alhazmi and Nyland (2010), the concept of sanctuary has permeated not just from the religious
view of women, but has been created from the cultural view of the Arabic world, including
Saudi Arabia.

Another conservative view existing as a result of the gender separation concept is ired,
which refers to family honour and women’s chastity (Alhazmi & Nyland, 2010). The concept of
ired led Muslim men, including Saudi men, to be sensitive regarding the issue of gender
segregation as a means of protecting their ired from being lost (Alhazmi & Nyland, 2010; Baki,
2004). Ired is mainly associated with women, not with men. Accordingly, this has created a
debate around the logic of the concept of ired and its effect on women’s rights as a result of the
practice of gender segregation in the KSA. “Wahhabism” (Alhazmi & Nyland, 2010; Baki,
2004) is a term derived from Abdel Wahab, who is considered one of the establishers of KSA.
Ired is deeply embedded in Wahhabism. Wahhabism is a strict orthodoxy, interpreting the
Quran’s warning about mixing sexes by tightly restricting any form of interactions that may
occur between unrelated and unmarried women and men (Baki, 2004). Therefore, Arab women
in general (and Saudi women in particular) have adopted the custom of veiling their faces in the
manner of past civilisations whose elite would cover themselves entirely as a sign of prestige as
well as status (Afkhami, 1995).

Wahhabism scholars argued that gender segregation is a purely Islamic practice (Alhazmi
& Nyland, 2010; Baki, 2004). Based on the Wahhabism belief, this practice should be enhanced
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and respected in order to protect people’s ired, or to block all the possible roads that might lead
women to lose their chastity and virtue when they mix with unrelated men (Alhazmi & Nyland
2010; Baki, 2004). As a Saudi woman, | agree with Jawhari (2007) that the concept of ired has
led many Saudi men to consider women an “erotic creation”. This affects most aspects of
women’s lives and slows any further improvement toward women’s rights in the public domain.
Muslim women in general are not just scared of losing their ired, they are scared of being judged
by the public. In KSA, the loss of women’s ired leads to a sexualised depiction of those women
who may be forced by their family circumstances to work in a mixed gender environment
(Alhazmi & Nyland, 2010).

The word ired does not appear in the Quran, but it is mentioned in the Hadith, the speech
of the prophet Muhammed (Alhazmi & Nyland, 2010). Nevertheless, mixing gender is
forbidden in all aspects of life in KSA, including educational institutions (such as schools and
universities) and entertainment places such as restaurants and parks (Al-Munajjed, 1997;
Alhazmi & Nyland, 2010). Moreover, most public entertainment is prohibited: for instance,
there are no cinemas, alcohol is banned, and women must cover themselves entirely in any
public area (Alhazmi & Nyland, 2010). Restaurants are structured to service both genders in a
specific way. Alhazmi and Nyland (2010) have described how most of the restaurants function
within the country. Most of the restaurants in the KSA have two sections, one catering only for
men, while the other is for both men as individuals and families. Others are just for families,
where each family is seated in a separate, partitioned arrangement (Alhazmi & Nyland, 2010).
There are no restaurants catering only for women, though there are a few coffee shops that have
opened to cater only to women. It can be concluded that gender segregation has influenced not
just Saudi citizenship in the area of education, politics and social life, but also others who are
non-Saudi. The following section discusses the effect of gender segregation on women’s social
life in the KSA.

2.4.8 Women’s Rights in KSA

Without doubt, Saudi women who are highly educated have stood up and requested their
rights. The women’s rights movement in the KSA has criticised the system that requires women
to be accompanied by a chaperone, such as a father, husband, brother, or son, in order to conduct
any business in public (Raphaeli, 2006). Raphaeli (2006) added that women are prohibited from

entering government offices and other service agencies. Even when crime occurs in a Saudi
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home, policemen are not allowed to enter this home if there is no chaperone (Raphaeli, 2006).
Under gender segregation laws, men, whatever their positions are, are not allowed to enter any
place that has foreign and unrelated women and vice versa. Nydell (2002) stated that both Arab
women and men in general are very conscious about their appearances when they meet
publically. Raphaeli (2006) described how all Saudis, including males and females, were not
even allowed to hold public gatherings in order to discuss social or political issues, and petitions
are the only way by which reformists can communicate and express their needs with the political
leadership (Nydell, 2002; Raphaeli, 2006).

In October 2003, the first national Committee for Human Rights held a major conference
in Riyadh, which was the first conference in KSA attended by hundreds of Saudis, including
both men and women (Raphaeli, 2006; Taheri, 2004). Taheri clarified that Saudi women were
invited to present papers at the conference, breaking the tradition of gender apartheid that had
prevented the holding of any mixed conference until then. Most of the major issues faced by
women in the KSA centred around the elimination of the discrimination against women; they

wished for opportunities to play a full role in the national economy (Taheri, 2004).

In the third petition signed by 300 Saudi women with higher education, addressed to the
Crown Prince Abdullah, women made eighty demands (Raphaeli, 2006). These demands can be
divided into three categories: social, educational, and economic. The social demands were
related to the status of women, particularly the promulgation rules related to divorce and
alimony, and the equal treatment of Saudi women married to non-Saudis as compared to non-
Saudi women who are married to Saudis (Raphaeli, 2006). The educational demands as
described by Raphaeli (2006) included opening up the opportunities for studying in various
specialisations at the universities, opening up opportunities in government and public agencies,
and compulsory education for both girls and boys. The economic demands related to the
establishment of organisations in civil society, enabling the appointment of women and
eliminating the need for a chaperone to accompany women during business and financial
transactions (Raphaeli, 2006; Taheri, 2004).

Regarding education, reformers in the KSA not only demand change in what is taught, but
how it is actually taught (Krieger, 2007). Another weakness in the educational system mentioned
by Krieger was the lack of emphasis on research. Krieger clarified that less than 0.25 per cent of
the country’s gross domestic product was spent on research, and universities do not have private
sectors for research. Improving the quality of education in KSA is one of the most important

issues.
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2.5 King Abdullah and the Tremendous Change in KSA

As mentioned previously, King Abdullah took serious steps towards not just improving the
quality of education, but also women’s rights. King Abdullah sought to increase the number of
women in decision-making positions, particularly those related to Saudi women’s education
(Quamar, 2013). In 2005, King Abdullah’s Foreign Scholarship Programme was launched in
order to provide better educational opportunities for Saudi students, both men and women, to
pursue higher education in their field at foreign universities (Quamar, 2013). In fact, this
program was extended after the successful completion of the first five-year term in 2010 for
another five years. By 2013, nearly 100,000 Saudi students had enrolled in this program to seek
higher education overseas in Western countries, and 47,000 had returned after completion of
their studies and were engaged in various sectors, including the economy, education, science,

and management in both the private and governmental sectors (Quamar, 2013).

In addition, King Abdullah gave $10 billion to endow a new university (Krieger, 2007;
Quamar, 2013). The new co-educational university, called King Abdullah University of Science
and Technology (KAUST), was opened in 2009 (Krieger, 2007). The number of female students
in this university is limited. Also, the university has been criticised by some of Saudi society
because of its co-educational system, which allows male and female students to be mixed
(Alhazmi & Nyland, 2010; Baki, 2004). Al-Lail (2004) argued that although Western methods of
education have been adopted by all Muslim countries and have been accepted as part of their
heritage, there remains a problem of parallelism between the traditional Islamic type of

education and Western education.

Another outstanding achievement in higher education are Al-Faisal University and
Abdullah University. Al-Faisal University was developed by the King Faisal Foundation and
organised by the sons Turki and Saud (Krieger, 2007). Krieger (2007) clarified that Al-Faisal
University, like Abdullah University, models itself on Western universities with Western
scholars. It is considered a co-educational environment: a big improvement for female students,
many of whom study through closed-circuit television at the country’s female colleges (Krieger,
2007). At King Abdullah University, males and females are permitted to interact in accordance
with the legally mandated gender segregation system. As Krieger (2007) reported, the university
has split-level classrooms, where women attend the same lecture classes as men, though they do
so from balconies surrounded by one-way glass. There is a separate entrance especially for
female students, who can be dropped off by their drivers. This leads them directly to stairwells,

elevators, and floors that are strictly segregated by gender rules (Krieger, 2007).
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Although there are obstacles faced by women in KSA, we cannot ignore the massive
improvement in the educational sector. In this regard, Taheri (2004) acknowledged that during
the past thirty years the number of Saudis with higher degrees has increased from a few dozen to
almost a million, consisting of 300,000 Saudis who have studied in the United States and other
Western democracies. It can be concluded that, although KSA has moved toward serious
changes in all areas of life, there are limitations that can be found in the Islamic and social

values of Saudi culture.

2.5.1 Economic changes in KSA

Presently, KSA is one of the richest countries in the world and has major and political
influence, guided by King Salman. The improvement of the quality and accessibility of the
educational sector in the KSA, particularly for women in the past two decades, has led to
increase in the number of educated women. This has had a positive impact on women’s socio-
political and economic conditions (Quamar, 2013). Scholars have argued that the most predicted
outcome of modernisation process in KSA, which involved industrialisation, urbanisation,
literacy, sociocultural changes, and communication, is felt in the noticeable changes of Saudi
women’s status and roles (Al-Lail, 2004). The Saudi government is looking for economic
change and is therefore working on developing a Saudi workforce by encouraging Saudi
nationals to participate effectively in all the sectors of the economy (Baki, 2004; Krieger, 2007).
Replacing foreign workers with Saudi workers is known as “Saudisation”. Al-Munajjed (1997)
argued that Saudisation requires a higher level of participation of both genders. Baki (2004)
argued that responsibility of higher education is to replace foreign labourers with qualified Saudi
workers, including men and women. However, this does not include low-level domestic and

manual work.

Moreover, it is important to acknowledge that the new middle classes in KSA have created
a significant economic power base in the shape of tens of thousands of small, medium, and large
companies active in virtually every field (Taheri, 2004). Taheri (2004) reported that 90 per cent
of the money in the country comes from middle class families, showing us that this class is
economically strong enough not to rely on the largesse of the ruling family and government
subsidies provided by oil revenues. Brown (2014) indicated that 46 per cent of the population in

KSA falls into the middle class, while 35 per cent of the population falls into the lower class,
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and the remaining 19 per cent is upper class. With the national changes in the KSA lifestyle,

more families now hire maids.

2.5.2 Educational improvement in KSA
2.5.2.1 The impact of Islam on education system and curriculum in KSA

As KSA is considered the holder of Islam and it has the most significant Islamic position
in the world, this not only influences social lifestyle, but also impacts education. The influence
of Islam shapes the educational content, structure, and curricula to fit in the Quranic practice
that Allah commands Muslims to observe. Therefore, in every level of education in the country,
Islam plays a significant part, emphasising the methods and practices of life in KSA. The

structure of education in KSA is as follows:

1. Kindergarten (also called preschool) accepts children aged 3-6 years. Kindergarten stage
became compulsory in 2014. Kindergarten curriculum and stages are described later in this

chapter.
2. Primary stage (also called elementary) accepts students between 6-12 years old.
3. Intermediate stage accepts students between 12-15 years old.
4. Secondary (called also high) stage accepts students 15-18 years old.
5. Higher education accepts students above the age of 18 years old.
In all stages, Islamic study is embedded in the curricula.

In the kindergarten stage, children are required to study and memorise Quran from the age
of five years, beginning with a few chapters of Quran that suit the children’s age. In other stages,
starting from primary and through to higher education, Islam is integrated in all the curricula

through the teaching and learning of Islamic subjects. These are:

1. The Holy Quran, through having weekly sessions to memorise specific chapters of Quran.
2. Tafseer (the meaning of Quran).

3. Figh (Islamic law).

4. Tawheed (Islamic faith).

Women’s education in the past was affected by the Islamic movement and is described below.
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2.5.2.2 Women'’s educational movement in the KSA

Historically, women had limited opportunities to access education and restricted public
roles. This was due to a traditional understanding of life and was perpetuated by prevailing
social behaviour (Quamar, 2013). Education in KSA was mainly for the purpose of obtaining
positions in the elite government office, and aside from the parastatal system, women were
permitted no interest in other opportunities (Roy, 1992). The main aim of education was “the
correct understanding of Islam and the inculcation and dissemination of the Islamic creed” (Roy,
1992, p.489). The other purpose of education in the KSA, according to Roy (1992), was to
focus on teaching young students and absorbing Islamic values, imparting different skills and
knowledge about doctrines and ideals. This led to questions around the quality of education in
the KSA, which came to the fore in the 1990s as a result of growing unemployment among the
local population. As a result, there was serious demand for educational reforms inside the
kingdom (Quamar, 2013).

According to Roy (1992), the illiteracy rate in KSA is reported to be over 50 per cent.
Hamdan (2005) suggests that female literacy is estimated to be at 50 per cent, compared with
male literacy at 72 per cent. The Saudi government therefore must develop a sounder policy
concerning the quality of education at the elementary and secondary levels (Roy, 1992). Roy
argued that the problem existing in education in the KSA was due to the lack of student quality,
compounded by an educational system which permits the promotion of those who are ill-
qualified and ill-prepared in the name of honouring those who are sensitive and politically

important, tribally or in their family relationships and connections (Roy, 1992).

In the past, the major obstacle to female education in the KSA has been the lack of
adequate school facilities (Quamar, 2013). Quamar (2013) added that boys’ schools were located
even in the rural areas, where girls were not permitted to enrol. Additionally, Roy (1992) argued
that the KSA government needed to shift from the quantitative to the qualitative: from the rapid
physical advancement of the 1970s to a review of its own educational policies that might no

longer apply, given pervasive shortages of national workforce.

Educational policy reform has been slow. Emphasis in basic education (Primary,
Intermediate and General Secondary) has been on increasing enrolment and providing better
facilities, higher quality teaching materials, equipment, and lowering the teacher to student ratio
(Roy, 1992). According to Roy (1992), this improvement has enhanced the capacity of the
economy to grow and to absorb some of the most updated technologies currently available. Roy
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reported that by the mid-1980s, the Ministry of Education (MOE) indicated that 96 per cent of
all males (760,000) and 90 per cent of all females (600,000) of eligible age (six years old and
above) were enrolled in primary levels schools in the KSA. The number of boys’ schools
totalled 4,200 primary, 1,320 intermediate and 460 general secondary schools. However, the
number of girls’ primary schools was far fewer than boys, totalling 3,000, though there were the
same number of intermediate and general secondary schools (Roy, 1992). Roy also remarked
that it was notable that more girls than boys had completed their primary schooling and then
continued to complete the intermediate level and the general secondary level, causing the rate of
educated females to increase to 95 per cent. The reason behind this was that boys approach the
age of 15 years and often then leave school to take on employment, while girls have no

employment opportunities at this time (Roy, 1992).

During the 1990s, KSA faced the problem of a slowing economic sector, increased
educational output, and rising unemployment, which led to serious movement by the Saudi
government to improve the quality of education and reform the education policy (Quamar,
2013). It was argued that KSA would not be able to achieve the changes or to overcome its
economic crisis without the participation of its women, who constitute around half of the
population yet remain inactive economically (Quamar, 2013). Accordingly, a new educational
policy was formulated in 2005, aimed at increasing the number of women participating in
education in general, specifically in the area of professional education. Moreover, the new core
curriculum has included physics, geography, chemistry, mathematics and religion. Arabic
literature has also been selected to be of greater relevance, particularly in the applied sciences,
as well as technology (Roy, 1992). According to Quamar (2013), the current education system in
KSA has four main characteristics: an emphasis on Islam, separate education for both males and
females, a centralised education system, and state financial support.

In addition, the Saudi governmental regime has faced serious demands from a group of
Saudi intellectuals, businessmen, and reformists, besides numbers of royal family members,
asking to implement comprehensive structural reforms in the country (Raphaeli, 2006). The
growth in the number of educated women has been accompanied by economic participation and
has improved the sociopolitical conditions for women, leading to rising awareness among
women regarding their rights (Quamar, 2013). Women’s sociopolitical rights in KSA have been
one of the major issues that hinder women’s position to improve in the country, due to some
Islamic groups. According to Taheri (2004), these groups were outraged when the government

allowed the creation of the first National Committee for Human Rights in KSA. As a result,
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Saudi Islamists expressed to the nation their belief that the concept of human rights was a

“Jewish Fabrication,” designed in order to present all the religious faiths as equal (Taheri, 2004).

It can be concluded that gender segregation still creates a big dilemma in women’s lives in
the KSA, particularly in social and educational aspects of life. The education system, including
kindergarten, has shown noticeable development, yet it is still affected by cultural beliefs and

values. Kindergarten education is introduced in the next section.

2.6 Kindergarten Education in the KSA

In KSA, kindergarten education is considered part of the pre-school level of learning. It
caters for children aged three to six years and was not previously considered part of the basic
education ladder, since attendance was not a prerequisite for enrolment in grade one of
elementary or primary school (Al-Jadid, 2012; Kashkary & Robinson, 2006; UNESCO, 2011).
Recently, the Minister of Education in KSA, Prince Khaled Al-Faisal, made vital changes in the
kindergarten education system in the country. By the new academic year 2013-2014, the
Minister of Education required all new students complete at least two semesters at the
kindergarten stage before enrolling in elementary (primary) school (Saudi Gazette, 2013). This
decision was made as a result of the poor rate of literacy among first grade students, who were
lower in their literacy skills compared with other students who had already completed a
kindergarten year (Al-Dwaihi, 2009). Some children may face difficulties in acclimatisation or
academic achievement when enrolled in primary school without being well prepared at home or
in pre-school education. Kindergarten education helps to prepare them by allowing them to
acquire some academic, cognitive, behavioural, or social skills (Kashkary & Robinson, 2006). In
addition, Khaled Al-Faisal announced that with the expansion of kindergartens in the coming
five years, around 3,500 ECTs female graduates will be employed, and 300 kindergarten centres

will be opened every year across KSA regions (Saudi Gazette, 2014).

According to the report, the number of kindergarten centres in KSA is 1,591, and with the
expansion, capacity will increase by 123 per cent from the recent number of 123,313 to 273,313
children (Saudi Gazette, 2014). According to the Minister of Education, elementary school will
accept children who are at least six years old or 90 days short of their sixth birthday (Saudi
Gazette, 2013).
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2.6.1 Kindergarten (preschool) stage

The kindergarten stage in KSA has been divided into two main levels of education and

care. These are:

1. Nursery level. This level accepts children who are from one to three years old. This level of
learning has been described as an extension of the home environment as it provides special
care and play activities for young children (Alzaydi, 2010). The services catering for this
level are limited in terms of quantity and quality. Many staff are unqualified and untrained.
This has led many mothers to rely on maids’ care.

2. Kindergarten level. This level caters for young children aged from three to six years old.
According to children’s age, children attend in three stages of learning, which are divided to
KG1, KG2 and KG3, as following:

KG 1: accepts children who are at the age of three years old.
KG2: children who have reached the age of four years are allowed to enrol in this stage.

KG3: children between five to six years old may enrol in this stage (UNESCO, 2011). The
KG3 stage is designed to prepare kindergarteners with all the required skills for elementary
school by the following academic year. These skills include emergent literacy and numeracy
skills.

In all KG stages, a teacher’s qualification must be no less than a Bachelor of Early
Childhood Education degrees. The average number of children in each kindergarten classroom
varies from 20-25 and has two teachers, including main and assistance teachers. The public
kindergarten centres are fully publicly funded by the government sector, while the private
centres get a share of funding. KSA has focused on the importance of early literacy learning
through the Early Childhood Education Policy, which draws on a conceptual framework based
on providing a high quality of care, play, and education for all children (Al Shaer, 2007).
Kindergarten education in KSA has focused on fostering the development of social skills that
young learners are perceived to lack, such as dealing with “peer rejection” and academic failure
(Kashkary & Robinson, 2006).

2.6.2 Overview of kindergarten curriculum, program and pedagogies in KSA

In 1965, there was no official curriculum for kindergarten education in KSA (BinAli,

2013). The initial curriculum was designed by the General Presidency for Girls’ Education
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(GPGE). The Arab Gulf and UNESCO have also been involved in a comprehensive project to
develop an early childhood curriculum in KSA (Kashkary & Robinson, 2006). In 1982, the Self-
Learning Curriculum (SLC) was agreed on as a national curriculum for kindergarten education
(BinAli, 2013). SLC drew from Islamic and cultural themes, and included activities such as
Arabic language learning, simple arithmetic and science education, religious and moral
activities, the development of children’s artistic skills, health and social education, and physical
education (General Presidency for Girls’ Education, 1984, pp. 13-44). The SLC focuses on each
individual child, taking into account his/her self-development as well as his/her modes of
learning (BinAli, 2013). The curriculum also provides all children with age-appropriate
structured activities, including numeracy and literacy activities. The effort to improve
kindergarten education in the KSA has been continued by the GPGE through 1980, which aimed
to improve its curriculum and provisions (Kashkary & Robinson, 2006).

The most recent reformation of the kindergarten curriculum (the seventh edition) in KSA
was published in 2005 (Ministry of Education of Saudi Arabia, 2005; Bahatheg, 2011). There
are no major modifications to these units (Badawood, 2006). The SLC is mandatory in all the
kindergarten centres in KSA, including both public and private centres. The SLC kindergarten

curriculum is organised into seven areas which are described in seven books.

The teacher’s manual book is the first book. This book is designed to guide kindergarten
teachers on how to set the pre-school stage for children’s learning and development. There are
six chapters to the book:

1. Educational principles and their application. This chapter explains the principles and relates
it to the KSA educational policies and pre-school objectives. The Ministry of Education
(MOE) in KSA has set nine main objectives for kindergarten education. These are consistent

with the overall educational policy of KSA. The objectives are:

a. To refine the child’s innate character, and look after his/her moral, mental and physical

growth in sound natural conditions, which are consistent with the teachings of Islam.

b. To establish the religious orientation based on monotheism, in a way which is naturally

consistent with innate character.

c. To introduce the child to the rules of conduct and facilitate the absorption of Islamic

virtues and valid interests in the presence of a good example to follow for the child.

d. To familiarise the child with the school environment, prepare him/her for school life, and

move him/her gently towards shared social life with peers and friends.
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To provide the child with a wealth of true expressions, simple basics, and information

that is appropriate for his/her age and relevant to his/her surrounding environment.

To train the child to apply motor skills, to get used to sound habits, and train his/her
senses for the best possible utilisation.

To encourage the child’s creative expression, expand his/her aesthetic taste, and allow

his/her energy to function under guidance.

To fulfil childhood needs, please the child, and refine him/her without pampering or

exhaustion.

To be on the alert in order to protect children from dangers, treat early misbehaviour, and
face childhood problems appropriately (Al-Hokeel, 1992, pp. 290-291).

The General Presidency for Girls’ Education, the main authority responsible for kindergarten

education in KSA, has established further detailed goals, which are:

a.

b.

C.

d.

Religious and linguistic eduation of the child.
Bringing up the child in a healthy and physically fit manner.
Preparing the child for elementary school and educating him/her.

Social education of the child (General Presidency for Girls’ Education, 1978, p. 8).

Based on the kindergarten objectives, the designers of the kindergarten curriculum have

formulated the curriculum on children’s needs, which are considered to be the core of the
SLC.

The children’s needs are as follows:

a.

b.

Children need to be appreciated for their individual abilities and needs.

Children need to be respected and treated in a warm way in a similar environment to

their homes in order to ensure their feeling of security.

Children need to be guided by a qualified teacher who is a good example of Islamic

morals.
Children need to establish a good relationship with other children and with adults.
Children need to use language appropriately.

Children need to understand concepts that are suitable to their ages and their needs.
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g. Children need to use all their senses in their play.
h. Children need to practise good habits in a safe environment.

i. Children need to be creative in their way of expressing themselves (Samadi & Marwa,
2006).

Through the SLC, kindergarten teachers will assist children to acquire the following

knowledge, skills, and dispositions:

a. Children will build a good relationship with God (Allah), themselves, and with others,

including adults and their peers.

b. Children will develop their basic skills such as classification, sequence, matching,
correspondence, assembly, and creativity, as well as numeracy and literacy skills.

c. Children will use their own language (Arabic) to express themselves, including their
thoughts and emotions.

d. Children will develop their gross and fine motor muscle skills.

e. Children will learn to be more dependent on themselves when achieving tasks that suit
their abilities (Al-Jadidi, 2012, pp. 40-41).

2. Children’s behaviour guidance (discipline methods). This chapter guides kindergarten
teachers about the appropriate methods and guidance for disciplining misbehaving children
(Al-Jadidi, 2012). Physical punishment is not allowed. Only techniques such as time-out are
to be used by teachers, in order to give children an opportunity to reflect on their deed and to

cool off.

3. Organising the physical environment. This chapter explains how to organise the children’s
kindergarten classroom (Al-Jadidi, 2012). It also clarifies how the kindergarten’s physical
environment influences children’s learning. The chapter provides kindergarten teachers with
instructions on how to structure and equip the environment, including indoor and outdoor
spaces. Based on the Self-Learning Curriculum (SLC) in KSA, learning environments need
to be structured in different areas in kindergarten classrooms (Al-Jadidi, 2012). Each area
should represent an activity related to a specific skill. The learning activities in these areas
should balance the children’s needs, including physical, social, emotional, intellectual, and
linguistic needs, and should include literacy and numeracy activities (Al-Jadidi, 2012). This
chapter gives kindergarten teachers a full description of how to organise classroom areas
with various forms of materials for children at all levels (KG1, KG2 and KG3) (Al-Jadidi,
2012).
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4. Daily program instructions. This chapter provides kindergarten teachers with information on

how the SLC should be implemented within the daily program in the kindergarten centre.

The kindergarten programme starts at 7.30 a.m., ends at 12:00 p.m, and is organised in eight

sessions (see Table 2.2). They are breakfast time, Quran recitation session, circle, outdoor

free playing session, morning tea, indoor free playing session, and the last meeting with

teacher.

Table 2.2

2.2: Summary of the Kindergarten Daily Program in a KSA Kindergarten Centre

The period The time Type of Activity Activity structure
Morning 7:00am- Teacher-directed. Children learn First meal with teacher and children
Tea (meal 7:30am (30 Islamic habits of eating, including as a family. Meals provided by
time 1) minutes) what happens before and after each children’s families from home.
meal. This involves
1. Washing hands.
2. Du’a (supplication) before each
meal by saying the name of Allah:
“Bismillah wa ala barkatillah.”
Eating slowly.
4. Eating together as a family.
Du’a (supplication) after each
meal: “Al hamdu lil lazi at ta mana
wa sagana wajaalana minal
muslemeen.”
6. Washing hands.
Transition song to prepare children for
next activity.
Quran 7:30am- Teacher directs the activities and Islamic Studies teacher teaches
Recitation 8:00am (30  children’s participation. children Quran using instructional
Session minutes) Transition song to prepare children for mat_erlals, such as overhead .
next activity projectors. Th_|s mvoIves_teachlng
' children Arabic alphabetic letter
phonics and written forms. Islamic
Studies teachers who are specialists in
Quran study provide these lessons to
kindergarten children. Children need
to learn the alphabetic letters in order
to learn and memorise Quran.
Circle 8:00am- Teacher-directed activities and ECT presents a topic related to the
8:30am (30  children’s participation. unit’s subject, sings different
minutes) materials, and displays techniques.

Transition song to prepare children for

During the daily presentation, the
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next activity.

ECT should encourage children to
participate and express their views
and experiences by asking questions
that provoke them.

Outdoor 8:30am- Children’s choice (child-initiated This session includes free play
free play 9:30am (60  activities). Teacher intervenes to direct  (unstructured activities) out of the
time minutes) behaviour during learning process. classroom in a range of indoor and
Transition song to prepare children for outdoor plgygrounds. Ogtdoor free
next activity. play materlals.such as-blcycles, bal_ls,
basketballs, slides, swings, a sandpit
with sandpit tools, and so on are
available. All the activities are age-
appropriate and designed to develop
children’s motor, gross and social
skills. ECTs are encouraged to
participate in children’s play as well
as supervising.
Structured activities are organised
beforehand by ECTs, such as catching
games, running and stopping, hide
and seek, objects in the sandpit and so
on.
Breakfast 9:30am- Teacher-directed. Children learn Second breakfast meal with teacher
(meal time  10:30am (30 Islamic habits of eating food before and children as a family. Meals
2) minutes) and after each meal (as mentioned provided by children’s families from
earlier in meal time 1). home.
Free Play at 10:30am-  Children’s choice (child-initiated Free play in classroom corners, with
corners 11:30am (60 activities). Teacher intervenes to direct  the least direction from teacher. Her
minutes) behaviour or to enhance the learning role is to prepare corners, prevent and
process through questioning, solve behavioural problems if they
scaffolding, and interacting with occur, observe, and write reporting
children. notes about children.
Transition song to prepare children for
next activity.
Last 11:30am- Teacher-directed activities in response  Review of the day’s activities. The
meeting 12:00pm (30 to children’s choice and preferences, whole class does relaxing activities
session with minutes) such as playing finger rhymes, singing  according to the children’s choice,
teacher rhymes and songs, matching games, such as stories, rhythms, finger play,

and so on.

and games.

The 1991 version of the SLC explained to teachers how to organise the physical environment

for children in order to assist them to learn in a structured and well-prepared environment.
According to the SLC (1991), the Education Environment (EE) should be divided into indoor

and outdoor structured spaces, in which each area has its own activities. These are as follows:

a. The indoor space. The classroom should be constructed in seven main areas, including

areas for writing, art, reading (i.e. a library corner), discovery, manipulation,
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construction, and a home area, as well as an additional area, such as a computer area,
which varies according to thematic units. Each corner has a concept that can be
introduced and changed in relation to the daily schedule, as well as to the conceptual
learning skills and knowledge of each unit of learning implemented during the year.

b. The outdoor space. This must be a well-shaded space due to the hot and dry weather in
KSA. This area contains all the equipment that allows children to practice their own

“gross motor” skills. It is divided into three main spaces, which are:

I. A sandpit space, equipped with sandpit toys.
ii. An active space for motor activities, such as running, jumping, climbing, and leaping

at different speeds.

iii. Bike tracks and platforms where all cycling activities run.

Outdoor activities are structured based on the curriculum. There are structured outdoor
activities, which the ECTs prepare based on each unit of learning. Literacy is integrated into
each area, including the area’s signs and the written rules of using the equipment in the area.

There is an even greater emphasis on literacy activities in the reading and writing areas.

In regards to assessment: the early childhood teacher in a Saudi kindergarten uses many
methods to record observations of the child and her/his progress, including a narrative
recording of the child’s behaviour. Al-Rabiah (2008) clarified these methods to include
writing anecdotal notes, daily observations, time sampling, event sampling and a checklist
to assess the child’s ongoing progress. Instruction in a kindergarten classroom is organised
according to the child’s needs. Activities related to literacy learning will be discussed later

in this research.

In KSA culture, the involvement of parents, particularly fathers, in kindergarten programs is
limited (Khoja, 2013). Khoja (2013) clarified that kindergarten teachers (or ECTs) usually
communicate with children’s parents by sending home a weekly report. These reports

explain to parents their children’s learning progress.

The first chapter explains the teacher’s roles and responsibilities during the daily program,
including a full description of the objectives, content, and different techniques, as well as
pedagogies and illustration of materials that can be used in a daily program (Al-Jadidi,

2012). The daily program is structured to achieve the following purposes:
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a. Encourage the children’s self-learning
b. Provide an opportunity for children to make decisions in their learning contexts.
c. Provide opportunities for many types of social interactions.

d. Provide opportunity for children to work in a variety of environments include indoor
and outdoor (Samadi & Marwa, 2006).

5. Preparing the children for their first year in the school. This chapter explains to teachers the
methods that can be used to build a close relationship between the staff in the kindergarten
centre and the child’s parents, in order to assist the child with a smooth, gradual transition to
the school year (Al-Jadidi, 2012).

6. Planning and constructing of the educational unit for kindergarten children. This chapter
contains full descriptions of the educational units in terms of what they mean, the principles
of preparing these units, and the steps applied for planning and constructing them (Al-Jadidi,

2012). This book also has an appendix of working papers for mathematics.

The other six books include the ten learning units that integrate literacy, numeracy, and
science. The first five units of learning are on water, sand, food, home, and hands. These units
are explained in detail, and each unit is organised in a separate book. Each book contains
objectives, concepts, and required materials, as well as an explanation of the unit’s related
activities. These books have been designed in a way that provides kindergarten teachers with
practical knowledge of how to facilitate children’s learning and development, as well as the type
of materials related to the unit (Al-Jadidi, 2012).

The other five units of learning are combined in one book (the seventh book) on subjects
related to friends, health and safety, clothes, family, and books. Table 2.3 describes the content
of SLC.

For a long period of time, kindergarten teachers’ training has relied primarily on individual
and non-governmental efforts, including those of the Gulf-Girl Association for Welfare
(Kashkary & Robinson, 2006). In fact, providing courses on early childhood education began
only recently in some of KSA’s universities, aiming to give early childhood teachers official
qualifications and skills. The kindergarten programme was designed under the supervision of the
General Presidency for Girls’ Education, and involves only part-time work. Typically, public

kindergartens in the KSA are annexed to primary schools (Kashkary & Robinson, 2006).
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Table 2.3

2.3: Content of the Self-Learning Curriculum (SLC)

Number  Title of the Book Content of the Book
of Book
1 Teacher’s Manual Chapter 1 — Kindergarten Objectives

Chapter 2 — Child’s behaviour, based on Islamic
perspective

Chapter 3 — Organising the classroom environment
Chapter 4 — Daily program instructions

Chapter 5 — Preparation for the new school year and
information on how staff communicate with children’s
parents

2 Units of Water Contains all the concepts related to water sources, water
uses, animals that live in the water, the importance of
water, and so on.

3 Units of Sand Consists of all the concepts related to sand, such as
animals that live in the sand, the importance of sand, the
uses of sand, and some hands-on experiences with sand,
such as mixing water with sand, observing the difference
of the sand textures, and so on.

4 Units of Food Contains all concepts related to food, such as food sources,
the importance of food, exploring different type of foods,
such as taste, shapes, sources, and how to keep them clean
and safe, some jobs related to food, and so on.

5 Units of Hands Contains all the information about hands as part of the
body, the uses of hands, the importance of having hands
and how to keep them clean and safe, such as by avoiding
sharp materials, different sizes of hands (baby hands vs
adult hands) and so on.

6 Units of Housing Contains all concepts related to housing, such as housing
shapes, materials used to build houses, the importance of
houses as shelters, and so on.

7 Five units (different units of Contains five small units (family, books, friends, my health
learning) and safety, and clothes)

Kindergarten teachers are required to plan lessons and activities as well as evaluating
lessons ahead of time. Teaching pedagogies in all kindergarten centres in Gulf countries,
including KSA, were influenced for a long period of time by the Montessori philosophy. There
are some Montessori centres across the Gulf countries which aim to provide ECTs with
certificate programs in order to become qualified Montessori teachers (Bennett, 2009). In KSA,

all the public and private kindergarten centres implement the SLC, also using different teaching
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approaches such as VWygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). The Montessori
approach has been a major influence, with some private kindergartens using an intensively
Montessori approach as well as SLC (Bahatheg, 2011). For instance, in the capital city of KSA,
Riyadh, there are eight Montessori kindergarten centres (Bahatheg, 2011). According to
Richardson (1997), the Montessori approach states that the environment should be prepared and
maintained for the child by his/her teacher. In regards to literacy, the Montessori approach
considers that graphic and written language should be presented to young children as a
fundamental tool for social communication and as a way of perfecting their spoken language
(Richardson, 1997). Walsh and Petty (2006) clarified that when children engaged in language
and communication through talking to each other, drawing pictures, and writing, they also
tended to read when their teachers were reading to them. This philosophy is based on the
importance of recognising the child’s curious nature and learning through play.

Montessori teaching techniques include group discussion through asking age-appropriate
questions, problem solving, shared reading sessions, supporting and stimulating peer interaction,
and teacher and child interaction (Al-Rabiah, 2008). The classroom environment is constructed
to meet children’s developmental needs so that the child is free to learn, investigate, and
participate in a well-planned, stimulating environment under the structured guidance of the
teacher. This teaching philosophy considers the child as an individual with a readiness to learn.
The conceptual framework contains units of learning based on the work of Comenius from the
seventeenth century. It emphasises teaching children topics related to their experiences and level
of intelligence. The instruction begins with concrete stages where teachers instruct the children
with the use of models, pictures, diagrams or other representations, if the actual objects are not
available. Classroom instruction is geared to the child’s sensory perception (Puckett & Diffily,
2004). The units of learning in the kindergarten framework in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf
countries are Sand, Water, Food, House, Clothes, Hands, Family, Friends, Health and Safety, and
Books.

2.6.3 Differences between kindergarten in public and private sectors

There are some differences between public kindergarten and private (for-profit)
kindergarten centres. These differences are evident in curricula, including literacy and
mathematics, daily activities, daily working hours, and teacher qualifications (Table 2.4).
Another difference is due to gender segregation laws in KSA. Generally, kindergarten children
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are not segregated at this age in classes in all public centres. However, there are a few private

and Islamic kindergarten centres that focus intensively on teaching Quran and segregate girls

and boys in different classes, based sometimes on parental requests and/or Islamic curriculum

structures.

Table 2.4

2.4: Differences between Public and Private Kindergarten Centres

Public kindergarten

Private kindergarten

Supervision Ministry of Education Ministry of Education

Department

Teachers’ Bachelor of Early Childhood or Bachelor of  Higher School Certificate or above

Teaching any field of Education

Qualification

Daily 7.30 am-12:00pm 7.30 am-1.30pm

Working

Hours

Teachers’ Training is compulsory for all teachers, Training is not compulsory in all

Training particularly for teachers who do not have private kindergarten centres: it
Early Childhood qualifications. Training depends on the manager as well as
hours are four hours per week for about the advice of the kindergarten
eight weeks (BinAli, 2013). inspectors (BinAli, 2013).

Daily Daily program periods have seven sessions,  Includes the main seven sessions

Periods including morning tea, Quran recitation plus intensive literacy,
session, circle, outdoor free play time, mathematics, and English. Some
breakfast, free play at corners, and the last kindergarten centres have extra
meeting session. periods or sessions, such as

learning another language, based
on parental requests.

General SLC SLC

Curriculum

Extra Literacy Curriculum: learning alphabetic Literacy Curriculum: beside the

Curricula letters, phonics, writing their own names regular literacy activities of public

and a few words, describing artifacts and
drawing in the last meeting period, listening
and repeating rhymes and songs, learning
new vocabularies related to concepts of each
units of learning.

Mathematics Curriculum: learning numbers
from 1-20 through naming the date, month,
and year every day within the Circle
sessions, recognising shapes.

kindergarten, the literacy
curriculum in private kindergarten
focuses closely on reading and
writing activities. These activities
include learning alphabetic letters
in both Arabic and English,
learning phonics, and writing their
own names with a few words in
both languages.

Mathematics Curriculum: the
curriculum is similar to the
Mathematics curriculum in public

41



kindergarten, but includes more
focus on addition/subtraction and

grouping.

Teaching
Tools

In art corner: pencils, paper (white and
coloured paper of different sizes),
crayons, easels, painting tools, craft
collages, glue, and scissors.

In circle and last meeting: whiteboard
with whiteboard markers, projector,
CDs, DVDs, castes, reading books,
printed cards, puppets and a puppet
theatre.

Excursions with the class, based on the
concept of the unit of learning.

Same resources as in public
kindergarten. Computers and iPads
are also used to teach children
literacy and numeracy.

Teaching
Strategies

o 0o A~ w D

Discussion sessions with teachers and
peers.

Hands-on experiences.

Questioning.

Problem solving.

Shared reading sessions with teachers.

Involving parents (mostly mothers) in
daily program activities, such as
cooking.

Same as in public kindergarten
centres.

2.6.4 Limitations of using SLC

The SLC has been evaluated by researchers so as to identify the gaps in the curriculum, as

well as to evaluate teacher attitudes toward using SLC and applying it in their teaching (BinAli,

2013). The limitations are as follows:

1. The GPGE commissioned a team of Early Childhood specialists in 1996 to review the SLC

in order to identify any gaps and to address them (BinAli, 2013). The main problem found

by the team was that there were limited educational activities on offer for kindergarten

children in the area of mathematics, literacy (in particular, reading and writing), and science,

such as learning letters or special activities to learn numbers (Al-Otabi & Swilam, 2002;
Zamzami, 2000).

2. Al-Otabi and Swilam’s research (2002) on kindergarten teachers’ attitudes toward applying

SLC in their teaching found that teachers put the most emphasis on religious concepts rather

than focusing on other activities or preparing kindergarteners for primary school.
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3. Saber (1996) has reported that parents do not understand the SLC concepts. This may be due
to the lack of communication between home and kindergarten environments and the lack of
family involvement in the kindergarten daily program. One of the main aims of this research
was to explore the methods, regularity, and any difficulties that families might experiences in

communicating with kindergarten centre staff or vice versa.

4. Zamzami (2000) evaluated the SLC by sending a questionnaire to 220 teachers. This found
there was a lack of qualified teachers holding a degree in Early Childhood Education (ECE).
In following research in KSA, Al-Otaibi (2007) found that only half of teachers in
kindergarten centres (both public and private) have degrees in ECE, while the other half hold
degrees in other subjects.

5. The teachers’ manual does not explain enough or have a clear guide as to how to integrate
the SLC into teaching (Bahatheg, 2011; BinAli, 2013).

The 2005 version of the SLC has addressed some of these limitations. There is additional
information on special activities designed to teach kindergarten children alphabetic letters and
numbers. These are integrated into the original six units of work. Additionally, there is more
guidance in the first book and the teachers’ manual, providing more support for kindergarten
teachers (Al-Muneef, 1999).

2.7 Summary of the Chapter

This chapter has discussed the cultural, economic, educational, and social backgrounds of
KSA. It is important to understand the complex and the unique characteristics of the social and
cultural lifestyle in KSA, which influenced the choice of research methodology and the data
generated from this research. This chapter highlighted the development of the KSA lifestyle on
both the educational and economic level, as well as the political position of Saudi women.
Women’s rights have been highlighted and discussed, as well as their achievements in higher
education and research. Education systems, including kindergartens, policies, curriculum and
their related issues, have been addressed in this chapter. Issues relating to maids in KSA were
discussed as a significant aspect of the Saudi household environment. Kindergarten education,
curriculum, pedagogies, and policy have been addressed in detail, as well as a brief snapshot of
the limitations of using SLC in kindergarten classroom in KSA and an outline of the updated
version of SLC. In the following chapter I will outline the sociocultural theory and literacy

perspectives that | adopted as a theoretical framework in order to analyse the study findings.
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Chapter Three — A Sociocultural Lens on Early Literacy Teaching and

Learning

“The sociocultural literacture suggests that literacy is an inherently social process, so the development
of mental operations cannot be studied without examining the wider social context in which literacy is
experienced” (McLachlan, 2007, p. 18).

3.1 Introduction

This chapter aims to shed light on the complexity and multifaceted nature of literacy
learning in the early years via a sociocultural lens. This includes a strong focus on language

acquisition.

VWygotsky’s sociocultural theory has not been widely used for framing early childhood
education in Gulf countries or investigating early childhood phenomena. The dominant
theoretical paradigms have been developmental (psychological) and maturational (as shown in
this chapter). The only WWgotskian concept that has been used in teaching kindergarten children
is the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) through the social interactions between child-
teachers-peers or child-teacher during daily activities (Bahatheg, 2011). In most of the Eastern
countries, researchers have focused on applying sociocultural theory in learning contexts,
particularly studying children’s learning in the classroom. For instance, Al-Jadidi (2012) used
sociocultural theory as an analytical framework in order to understand kindergarten teachers’
professional preparation in KSA. Another study by Otaibi and Swailm (2002) investigated the
significance of preschool education in KSA (Al-Jadidi, 2012). However, there is no research in
this field using sociocultural theory to explore the role of emergent literacy learning in the
home and kindergartens in KSA. This thesis therefore adds a unique perspective to this
important emerging body of research.

The religious and conservative cultural background in KSA has shaped the education
system, people’s lifestyles, means of communication, and social practices (as detailed in
Chapters Two and Five). Sociocultural theory is therefore appropriate as a lens for study in this
context, where adults who interact with children, including parents, teachers, and maids, live
within strictly defined gender roles. These particular social and cultural contexts influence the

way children learn literacy.

The discussion in this chapter is divided into three main parts. The first part discusses the
differences between Wgotsky and Piaget’s theories of learning and development. Both theories

are discussed here because of the criticism levelled at the Self-Learning Curriculum (SLC) in
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kindergarten education in KSA in regards to its limitations: specifically, its focus on the
individual child’s interest, needs and age (Al-Muneef, 1990; Al-Otabi & Swilam, 2002;
Bathatheg, 2011; BinAli, 2013; Saber, 1996; Zamzami, 2000). The second part of the chapter
discusses Vygotsky’s theory further, including concepts that relate to imagination and play, the
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), and mediation. These are discussed in relation to
literacy learning. The third part of this chapter discusses contemporary theories and concepts of
literacy that are synergistic with a sociocultural perspective. It highlights perspectives on
literacy as social practice and events by clarifying and distinguishing the differences between
these two approaches. This chapter also explores new literacy — also known as techno-literacy —

which relates to how young children can develop literacy skills using technology.

3.2 Wygotsky and Piaget’s Learning and Development Theories

VWygotsky’s sociocultural theories of learning created great debate among theorists
interested in studying children’s learning. VWygotsky was influenced by the earlier works of Jean
Piaget: in particular, Piaget’s work The Language and Thought of the Child, developed between
1923 and 1926 (Bodrova & Leong, 2007). Piaget was born in Switzerland in 1896. He was “a
psychologist with a fundamentally biological orientation” (Campbell, 2006, p. 1). Bodrova and
Leong (2007) clarified some of the fundamental similarities and differences between Piaget and
Wygotsky’s theories. Vygotsky was born in Russia in 1896, the same year as Piaget (Blake &
Pope, 2008). In the 1920s and 1930s in Russia, VWgotsky and his collaborators applied a
sociocultural approach to learning and development, based on human activities that are
mediated by language and other symbolic systems in a cultural context (Dixon-Krauss, 1996;
John-Stenier & Mahn, 1996). The idea of the human mind as mediated by *“symbolic tools” was
the most significant element of VWgotsky’s sociocultural theory (Lantolf, 2000). According to
Blake and Pope (2008), VWgotsky believed the sociocultural environment was very important

for children’s cognitive development.

Piaget focused his work on the development of individual children, while VWgotsky
studied the development of thinking and emotions equally (Bodrova & Leong, 2007). VWygotsky
emphasised children’s social interactions and instruction (Blake & Pope, 2008; Bodrova &
Leong, 2007). Piaget, on the other hand, focused on the role played by children’s interaction
with physical objects in developing a mature form of thinking (Bodrova & Leong, 2007; Blake
& Pope, 2008). For Piaget, physical objects and the child’s action on them are of primary

45



importance, while people are of secondary importance (Bodrova & Leong, 2007). In contrast,
Wygotsky viewed a child’s interaction with objects as of primary importance as long as they
occur in a social context, as well as being mediated by communication with others, including
adults and capable peers (Bodrova & Leong, 2007). Piaget’s theory pointed out the differences
in human abilities according to sequential age stages, in which children’s later knowledge,
abilities, and skills draw on the previous ones (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969). Piaget divided
children’s cognitive development into four stages: the sensorimotor stage (0-2 years), pre-
operational stage (2-7 years), concrete operational stage (7-11 years), and formal operational
stages (11-16 years).

Sayer and Ball (1975) explained that children can receive very important information
through language directed by