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Abstract 

In 2018, Saudi Education Minister Ahmed Al-Issa ordered the country’s universities to 

discontinue online bachelor’s degree programs starting in the new academic year (Ministry of 

Education No: 143966, July 15, 2018). In one of his statements, Al-Issa said that the shutdown of 

these online educational programs was aimed at upgrading the quality of education by focusing 

on face-to-face classrooms. There was, however, no official investigation applied to online 

education in Saudi Arabia, neither about the decision to stop the programs nor focused on the 

quality of these programs. Further, it seems that educators and students alike are not happy with 

the decision, and they argue on social media outlets that the quality of these programs was equal 

to that of face-to-face classrooms. This research, thus, first conducts a qualitative study from a 

social constructivist perspective to investigate the reasons behind the decision to end the online 

bachelor’s degree programs. The second part of this research examines the students’ and 

faculties’ satisfaction with the online programs and brings their opinions about the decision to 

light in an academic study. The research found that, although there was an internal study that was 

conducted in the Ministry of Education before the decision to end online education, the results 

and methodology of that study are not available to the public. Further, the research concluded 

that although both students and faculty agree that online education has some problems, they also 

both agree that they had a good experience with online education, which has provided access to 

the educational experience for those who may otherwise not have been able to continue their 

education. Almost all interviewees disagreed with the decision to end the online education 

programs and recommended only fixing the existing issues. 

Keywords: online education programs, Saudi education, Saudi Ministry of Education, 

investigation, decision to stop online programs. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

The uses of online learning have increased significantly in the past few years, and higher 

education institutions have become highly dependent on this type of instruction for the education 

and training of members of society.Further, as indicated by Remeny (2002), the impact of 

progress in information and electronic communications technology will continue to affect all 

areas of social life in the coming years. Distance learning is a change in the educational structure, 

means, programs, and decisions. It depends on philosophical principles and the emergence of 

ideas that call for the liberalization of education away from traditional restrictions and toward 

equal opportunities and expansion in university education; on psychological grounds, distance 

learning acknowledges that the human ability to learn does not stop at a specific year and that the 

role of the teacher is auxiliary and complementary, providing individuals with the skills and 

capabilities needed to better fulfill their roles (Remeny, 2002). 

Online learning is a global phenomenon that has grown very quickly because it provides 

educational opportunities for those whose circumstances prevent them from attending regular 

university classes; teachers and learners are physically separated, but they stay in communication 

using electronic media (Faith, 1988, p. 5). Moreover, Keegan (2000, p. 21) has stated that online 

learning is study and training for those who either cannot travel or attend governmental or 

private training centers or cannot go to universities, colleges, and schools due to their job or 

work commitments. According to Kauffman (2015), “Online education offers a convenience and 

flexibility that traditional face-to-face classes cannot, especially important for those learners 

balancing work, school and family” (p. 1). 

Additionally, the integration of technology in education has never been as important as it 

is now. Today’s children are born into a world where technology affects all aspects of their lives. 
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They use computers on a daily basis, watch television provided by streaming services, and have 

smartphones and tablet computers that provide access to the web—and infinite amounts of 

information—instantaneously. By using these devices to learn, investigate, and communicate, 

students are in many ways taking hold of the educational process and engaging in ways that 

could never have been imagined even a generation ago (Sung, Chang, & Liu, 2016). Because of 

this shift in the way students learn, the field of education and the ways in which teachers teach 

are being challenged to change accordingly. 

Shifting educational paradigms are not new; previous generations faced similar 

challenges, adapting the ways in which teachers provided instruction through a variety of means. 

One of the most controversial adaptations was the earliest provision of distance learning to 

students who were unable to attend classes in traditional school settings (Abrami, Bernard, 

Bures, Borokhovski, & Tamim, 2011). Distance learning or online learning of prior generations 

was often provided through what was termed correspondence coursework, allowing teachers to 

provide materials that students worked on remotely and returned for grading and credit online. 

Traditional distance (online) learning was difficult to monitor, however, both in terms of quality 

and student work, and it was regarded as a less-than-ideal option for learning, particularly at the 

college level. While distance (i.e., online) learning has always held a small role in the education 

of students, it never truly gained momentum until the advent of technologies that supported 

distance learning in new and dynamic ways. As a result, educators are beginning to embrace the 

idea of distance learning with the aid of technology and the Internet through e-learning 

opportunities. 

Once e-learning gained that momentum, universities across the world embraced the new 

education delivery method, including those in Saudi Arabia. Over the years, Saudi Arabian 
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universities have graduated thousands of students with online academic degrees, from the first 

distance learning program in 1954 at Al-Imam Muhammad Ibn Saud Islamic University to the 

establishment of the first Saudi Electronic University in 2011, which offers majors in banking 

and financial sciences, health sciences, and computer science. According to Al-Imam 

Muhammad Ibn Saud Islamic University, the number of distance education that were studying in 

online education program of 2018 only was 55899 students (Imam Muhammad Ibn Saud Islamic 

University, 2018). 

Despite these numbers and percentages, in 2018, Saudi Education Minister Ahmed Al-

Issa ordered the country’s universities to discontinue online bachelor’s degree programs in the 

new academic year (Ministry of Education No: 143966, July 15, 2018). When asked about this 

shutdown, Al-Issa said in a statement that it was aimed at upgrading the quality of education by 

focusing on face-to-face classroom instruction, but no study or investigation was provided that 

concluded online instruction negatively affected the quality of education. Furthermore, no 

academic research has been conducted that applied to online education in Saudi Arabia, whether 

regarding the quality of the education or the decision to stop it. In addition, it seems that 

educators and students alike are not happy with the decision; they argue on social media outlets 

that the quality of these programs was equal to the quality of face-to-face classes. Social media 

and Saudi media have seen growing debate over the decision to suspend distance education 

programs.  

Problem Statement 

As stated above, in the absence of an academic study or an official investigation, and 

given the evidence of public disagreement with the decision—especially those who are most 
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affected by the decision (i.e., online class students and faculty)—were there enough reasons to 

implement a decision of this magnitude? 

The purpose of this research was to conduct a qualitative study from a social 

constructivist perspective to investigate the process that led to the decision to end online 

bachelor’s degree programs and, further, examine students’ and faculties’ satisfaction with the 

online programs and shed light on their opinions about the decision. 

Theoretical Foundation 

According to Gary Bridge (2019), rational choice theory (RCT) “is an approach that 

seeks to explain human affairs by making certain simplifying assumptions about what motivates 

individual action” (p. 1). Bridge explains that it is assumed that individuals have preferences 

about things in the world, and they act consistently; that is, they act as though they are trying to 

get most of the things they prefer (Bridge, 2019). Thus, acting in this manner is rational acting, 

and acting in ways inconsistent with preferences means acting less than rationally or irrationally, 

if it is inconsistent enough. RCT has been applied in several research fields to investigate and 

explain the rationale by which a decision is made and if, indeed, this decision is producing the 

maximum benefit for the individual, group, or society. 

The Use of the Theory in This Research 

Researchers and professionals have adopted RCT to understand decision-making in areas 

such as organizational psychology, economics, marketing, and education. Thus, RCT is one of 

the policy theories that suits this inquiry. Given that the Ministry decided to end online 

bachelor’s degree programs in the country without citing enough evidence that might otherwise 

show the merits of this decision, the author assumed that it was a rational decision rather than a 
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justified decision. Therefore, while collecting, coding, and analyzing data, the researcher 

considered the extent to which individual rational choice affected the reasoning for banning 

online bachelor’s degree programs in Saudi Arabia. Furthermore, the theory was examined after 

results were reached to determine if the decision was indeed built on a rational choice and/or if it 

was justified, based on a thorough investigation and backed with the opinion of society. 

Research Questions 

Despite the almost universal acceptance of online education around the world, the 

Education Ministry of Saudi Arabia decided to stop online education in almost all universities in 

the country. There were no official investigations into online education in Saudi Arabia, nor were 

there any studies provided about the quality of the programs or reasons given for the decision to 

stop them. Moreover, it seems that educators and students alike are not happy with the decision 

and argue on social media outlets that the quality of these programs was equal to that of face-to-

face classes. This study posed the following questions to guide further exploration into the 

decision to end most online education programs in Saudi Arabia. 

1. Why did the Saudi Arabian Ministry of Education choose to end online education 

programs? 

2. What are the opinions of students who took online programs at Imam Muhammad Ibn 

Saud Islamic University about the decision to end online education? 

3. What are the opinions of the faculties of online programs at Imam Muhammad Ibn Saud 

Islamic University about the decision to end online education? 

Research Outline 

This dissertation is organized as follows: 
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1. Chapter 1: Introduction. The current chapter describes the background of this study, 

problem statement, research objectives, and research questions. 

2. Chapter 2: Literature review. A thorough review of the related literature. 

3. Chapter 3: This chapter includes a historical review of online education in the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia. 

4. Chapter 4: Methodology. In this chapter, the research design, data collection, and data 

analyses are described. 

5. Chapter 5: Data Analysis Results. This chapter describes the results of the analysis and 

summarizes the outcome. 

6. Chapter 6: Conclusion: This chapter includes a discussion of the conclusions that cover 

the research contributions and also address recommendations and future work. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

As the advent of technology continues to influence and reshape education, it is necessary 

to have an understanding of the current knowledge of these technologies and how e-learning has 

become a viable and necessary part of the educational experience. Videos from YouTube, course 

management systems such as Blackboard, and communication tools such as Skype have 

contributed to the growth of e-learning throughout the world and the impact has been noted to be 

significant in all areas of education. The following is the result of my review of the literature 

regarding online education. 

Individuals in the 21st century face more demands on their time and availability than ever 

before. Many have found that difficult choices must be made between school and a job that 

allows them to pay their obligations, even when an advanced education would better enable them 

to do so. Thus, e-learning has been an opportunity that many such people have embraced. In their 

work on the proliferation of e-learning, Gulzar and Leema (2016) found that e-learning has 

become a viable and inexpensive option for many who would otherwise be excluded from 

obtaining a college degree or other advanced education. “The flexibility of time, place, pace and 

individual learning is the most important reason behind the popularity and success of e-learning 

in developed countries” (Gulzar, & Leema, 2016, p. 1). 

Their work, a qualitative research project designed to determine the attitudes toward 

adoption of e-learning opportunities at the university level, found that nearly all universities in 

their study used some type of e-learning to advance their educational offerings and that most 

professors even incorporated some facet of that platform into courses offered onsite. Students 

reported valuing the ways in which e-learning made learning accessible at nontraditional times 

and spaces where they otherwise might not have been able to attend classes. The authors found 
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great enthusiasm for the adoption of e-learning by students at all levels, particularly by those 

who lived in areas remote to school campuses and those who found e-learning to be the most 

economical choice for obtaining advanced education (Gulzar & Leema, 2016). 

Further focusing on the ways in which e-learning can support student success, Cook and 

Triola (2014) discussed the attributes of e-learning known to support changes in the ways 

students think about learning. The authors found five attributes common to e-learning, which 

they termed the Five As: (a) analytics, (b) adaptivity, (c) assessment, (d) access, and (e) agility. 

They felt these attributes were most important in shifting the ways students learned in an era 

where technology and instant access to information were available. These attributes, they felt, 

were the things that would eventually make e-learning opportunities more useful to students than 

traditional methods of delivery (Cook & Triola, 2014). 

The first and most complex attribute of e-learning noted by the authors was that of the 

power of analytics (Cook & Triola, 2014). E-Learning platforms allow for the collection of data 

on student performance, which is currently done by hand (if at all) by teachers who wish to 

inform their practice and adapt delivery to students’ needs. E-Learning platforms collect data on 

usage, achievement, and engagement and report it to the instructor, allowing for near-

instantaneous changes in the platform and the material delivered, thus making it useful for 

students and teachers alike. 

The second attribute, adaptivity, is directly related and speaks to the ability of technology 

to support instant changes in the delivery of material. Coursework can be adapted to student skill 

levels through the use of algorithms that allow for immediate shifts in the level of difficulty 

presented to a student without the need for professorial intervention (Cook & Triola, 2014, p. 

931). 
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Assessment, the third A, is different in e-learning through the availability of immediate 

results that allow both students and teachers to make choices and alter outcomes based on the 

amount of knowledge learned or retained in a specific section of coursework. 

The fourth and fifth attributes, access and agility, were noted by the authors as those 

elements that allow students to access the right curriculum at the right time, no matter their 

location (Cook & Triola, 2014). Because so many individuals fail to find the right curricula to 

support their needs and are additionally unable to logistically position themselves to access that 

curriculum when it is located, these attributes of e-learning make it ideal for learners as they 

rethink the ways they access materials and interact with professors for eventual success. 

Focusing on adult learners in the medical field, a meta-analysis of studies performed to 

assess the impact of e-learning opportunities on nursing students found that the students 

generally felt as though they benefitted slightly from the availability of e-learning (Lahti & 

Välimäki, 2014). The students reported feeling as though the availability of e-learning gave them 

options but did not necessarily replace the importance of in-person courses conducted by faculty 

members. The most important element to emerge from the analysis, however, was the difference 

in educational outcomes for students who participated in e-learning versus those who chose to 

attend only in-person courses. 

The meta-analysis of the results of 11 studies conducted specifically with nursing 

students and e-learning found that outcomes for students who attended e-learning opportunities 

were not statistically different than those for students who attended traditional classes. This work 

suggests that, despite the decades-long assumption that the quality of e-learning was somehow 

inferior to that of material presented by an in-person professor, the actual learning taking place 

by students engaged in e-learning was no less effective than was that of students learning in 
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person (Lahti & Välimäki, 2014). The authors, however, were careful to point out the need to 

study the delivery of e-learning opportunities in other disciplines to determine if the results of 

their meta-analysis held true over multiple subject matter areas. 

Recognizing that student motivation is an essential element of success for any 

instructional delivery, Safiyeh Harandi (2015) conducted a qualitative study focused on 

understanding how e-learning impacts the motivation of students enrolled in such coursework. 

She found that e-learning increased motivation for students to participate in learning because 

they felt more connected to the material and able to access it at their own levels. Interestingly, 

the work also found that e-learning impacted the ways in which teachers teach as a result. 

According to her work, “There is a significant relationship between e-learning and students’ 

motivation. Findings indicated that when teachers apply e-learning, more motivation is generated 

by students and vice versa” (Harandi, 2015, p. 427). 

Harandi’s findings are supported by other research that also found increases in motivation 

by students enrolled in e-learning opportunities. Yacob, Kadir, Zainudin, and Zurairah (2012), 

found that both male and female students demonstrated more awareness, motivation, and 

engagement in student learning opportunities presented online through e-learning than they did 

during in-person opportunities to learn. Their work suggested this may be true because students 

feel more in control of the e-learning process and are able to focus on their studies at times when 

other distractions of life are minimalized (Yacoba et al., 2012). 

According to Yacoba et al., “Students’ e-learning systems play an important role in 

influencing the students” (p. 100). Their work found that students who were given appropriate e-

learning platforms were more influenced to complete their work, found assessments to be more 

accessible, and generally reported a greater level of engagement with learning. They noted that e-



The Reality of Online Education Programs 

 

 
18 

learning is both engaging and educational in itself, allowing students to be aware of and access 

emerging technologies while, at the same time, remaining engaged in subject matter as well. 

In their study of a hands-on and remotely operated laboratory engineering course, Corter, 

Esche, Chassapis, Ma, and Nickerson (2011) found that, “Attitudes toward the labs are highly 

influenced by the convenience dimension: Students like the new lab types because they can 

spend less time on setup and tear-down” (Corter et al., 2011). This supports the idea that students 

who are successful in e-learning situations are so because they find the format more engaging 

and the material more accessible. Because they feel more comfortable with the delivery, they are 

more likely to synthesize information, retain knowledge, and succeed in the coursework in a 

more independent fashion than they might have in the classroom. 

While the actual platform of e-learning is noted to have a tremendous impact on the 

willingness and ability of students to learn, it should not go unmentioned that studies have also 

focused on the roles of the teacher in supporting students in the e-learning environment. In their 

study on students’ expectations of e-learning, Paechter, Maier, and Macher (2010) found that: 

The instructor’s support in learning (and therefore the interaction between 

instructor and students) strongly contributes to learning achievements and course 

satisfaction. In students’ perceptions, the instructors’ counseling and support are 

especially important for their construction of knowledge, the acquisition of media 

competence, and for satisfaction with a course. (Paechter et al., 2010, p. 227) 

Likewise, Cole, Shelley, and Swartz (2014) found that, “Student–instructor interaction 

and learner–content interaction were among the predictors of student satisfaction.” (Cole et al., 

2014). Their work noted that, overall, students engaged in online and e-learning experiences 

reported fewer interactions with instructors. When those interactions were meaningful and 
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supported learning and knowledge acquisitions, however, students reported equal satisfaction 

and engagement with the learning environment as did those in traditional settings. Clearly, e-

learning integration is important to the course curriculum and students responded more favorably 

to their interactions with their instructors. Thus, according to Paechter et al. (2010): 

The results of our study emphasize the instructor’s expertise and role as a 

counselor and facilitator in learning. The instructor does not become less important in e-

learning. On the contrary, students experience the instructors’ support and expertise as 

especially important for the acquisition of knowledge, skills, and competences and for 

course satisfaction. (p. 228) 

E-Learning is an important factor in modern education, but it is not more important than 

the role of the teacher of the class. This human interaction is still the key to a successful 

educational experience. 

As noted by Stone and O’Shea (2019) in their study of returning students using online 

education, a factor for success was “creating a positive and engaging learning experience that 

includes integrated and embedded support, through the design and delivery of online 

undergraduate programs” (p. 66). The integration of technology and in-person support must be 

utilized by the institution in order for students to successfully use any online educational system. 

Citing the importance of understanding the ways in which distance learning is unique, 

Abrami et al. (2011) stated that “distance education (DE) and online learning (OL) has evolved 

beyond simple comparisons with classroom instruction” (Abrami et al., 2011, p. 83). Simply put, 

the ways in which students learn and teachers teach have evolved to meet the specific delivery 

requirements of e-learning, allowing successes in ways that cannot be compared to the standard 

classroom experience. Some of these changes are a result of the need to address asynchronous 
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learning, while others have been inspired by the changing ways in which students view their 

educational needs and the ways in which they engage with those elements. Abrami et al. (2011) 

also reinforced the importance of relationships between teacher and student in the e-learning 

environment but stressed that those relationships necessarily look different than those nurtured in 

the classroom due to the ways in which interactions occur via email, messaging, 

videoconferencing, and other indirect methods. 

Recognizing that e-learning requires the guidance of a competent and compassionate 

instructor, Sung et al. (2016) discussed the importance of choosing the appropriate devices to 

support e-learning. Their work focused on understanding the appropriateness of device selection 

and how learning outcomes differed for learning experiences that used a variety of technology to 

support students. Their work found that, overall, students were able to be successful in e-learning 

opportunities that used a variety of technological devices but that it was critical they have a basic 

understanding of the operation and use of those devices prior to beginning the courses. 

It was also found that teachers of e-learning courses need to be knowledgeable of the 

operations of any devices they select to support e-learning and student success (Sung et al., 

2016). Through a meta-analysis of over 100 studies, the authors noted that students lacked 

confidence and achieved lower success rates when their instructors were not considered experts 

in the operation of the technology employed. This extended to all types of technology employed 

by studies included in the analysis (e.g., laptop computers; mobile devices, such as smartphones). 

Saadat’s study (2002), titled “Establishing a center for distance learning at King Saud 

University from the viewpoint of faculty members” (p. 18) aimed to identify the views of faculty 

members at the College of Education at King Saud University towards the establishment of a 

center for distance learning. The study sample included 51 faculty members at the College of 
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Education at King Saud University, and the study results showed that there was a general 

agreement among a high percentage of the faculty members of the College of Education on the 

importance of establishing a center for distance learning at King Saud University. 

Another study, which took a year, compared the teaching of two courses at two 

universities; the first was provided by direct e-learning for senior citizens, and the other was 

presented to traditional university students in a classroom (DiBiase, 2000). The two courses were 

in the field of geography, and they had the same educational goals and the same traditional 

attendance and course performance requirements. The analysis of information showed that the 

teacher spent 260 hours teaching students in the traditional way in the classroom; in comparison, 

190 hours were spent teaching in the course given remotely. The average worktime for each 

student was 3.2 hours in the classroom and 2.7 hours for the distance course. In general, the 

study data could not prove the prevailing idea that distance learning requires more work than 

education in the classroom (DiBiase, 2000). 

Themes Emerging From the Literature Review 

The review of previous work on the topic of e-learning has uncovered several significant 

themes common among the results found in the work. First, the theme of accessibility is evident, 

as many of the researchers found that e-learning provides access to the educational experience 

for those who may otherwise not have been able to continue their education. This theme 

highlighted the importance of allowing nontraditional students access to learning as a way to 

improve their situations. The theme of accessibility is very important in this research since it 

helps in predicting the eventual outcomes of banning online education in colleges and 

universities in Saudi Arabia. One adverse consequence of the policy is limiting access to 
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education in an era of digitalization, which would undermine the competitiveness of Saudi 

Arabia employees in the global labor market. 

A second theme emerging from the literature review was that of the variability of the e-

learning experience. Research across nearly a decade demonstrated the importance of variability, 

both in the platform used for delivery and the devices used. When the appropriate devices and 

platforms are used for e-learning, students benefit, and teachers are able to adjust their teaching 

styles to reach a wider array of student needs and interests. Undeniably, the variability theme 

would help the researchers to identify the connection between the use of technology in higher 

education and the quality of learning experiences and outcomes. In the context of Saudi Arabia, 

the issue of variability—rather than the quality of education—could have been the major concern 

triggering the decision to end online education. 

Finally, the theme of connectedness emerged from the literature. The work examined 

showed that students involved in e-learning experiences must feel connected to both the material 

and their instructors for the learning to be successful. Students have been shown to exhibit a 

preference for e-learning over classroom settings, but that preference is only upheld when 

instructors are competent, available, and able to make connections with their students in ways 

that make them feel validated and included in the learning process. 

These three factors must be taken into account when considering the decision of the 

Saudi Ministry of Education to stop online education. Before important decisions like these are 

made, there should be a framework to measure the accessibility, variability, and connectedness 

of the student experience. Likewise, the experiences of teachers with the technology must be 

considered. The success of any online educational program depends on several factors, and 
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without a framework or theory in place to measure effectiveness, any decisions made could be 

misinformed or based on personal bias. 
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Chapter 3 – Online Education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

According to the Saudi Communications and Information Technology Commission 

(CITC), the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is one of the fastest growing countries in the world in 

terms of e-learning (Al Saif, 2005). CITC data show the number of students enrolled in 

institutions of higher education has increased significantly in recent years (Al Saif, 2005). The 

reasons for this rapid growth include but are not limited to (a) the demand for higher education 

outstripped supply, and online education proved to be a suitable means of overcoming education 

limitations; and (b) online education offers the potential to deliver educational services to remote 

locations, thereby reducing disparities across the various regions and areas (Al Saif, 2005). To 

understand the path to the current state of e-learning in Saudi Arabia, this chapter covers the 

history and development of online education in Saudi Arabia. 

The Development of Online Education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

In 1998, the Fifteenth Teachers Council meeting approved the opening of computer 

department, which granted a bachelor’s degree in computer education. Earlier, the Thirteenth 

Computer Conference had introduced computers to the education curriculum and issued a plan to 

develop student capability with computers for use during academic study and in their work after 

graduation.  

Additionally, in the Fourteenth Conference on Computers, the following was 

recommended: 

1. Computer centers were established in colleges of education to facilitate the process of 

scientific and academic research. 

2. Computer courses were added to all majors offered by colleges to serve specialization. 
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3. Laboratories necessary for teaching computer courses were provided in the different 

education stages before entering courses; this came as a result of the nature of computers 

requiring practical training. 

Furthermore, the assignment of His Royal Highness Prince Abdullah bin Abdulaziz, 

Crown Prince, Deputy Prime Minister, and Head of the National Guard (No. 7/B/16838, dated 

March 5, 2001), led to a national plan for the development of information technology in the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Among the main objectives of this plan is investment in “distance 

learning” techniques to provide education and training for national cadres. 

Moreover, one of the goals of the 2019 symposium on future visions for the Saudi 

economy, organized by the Ministry of Planning and titled “Labor and Saudization Policies and 

Challenges of the 21st Century,” was to open new study options in higher education (e.g., online 

learning, community colleges, and the open university) in order to respond to societal changes. 

Among the recommendations of the symposium was taking advantage of the technologies of 

distance learning and the adoption of open universities to provide more opportunity for all those 

who wish to learn and to improve the levels of teaching and education. 

Timeline of Online Education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

1. In 1954, Al-Imam Muhammad Ibn Saud Islamic University started a distance learning 

program in the Faculty of Religious Science, followed in 1965 by the Faculty of Arabic 

Language. 

2. In 1978, King Saud University started distance learning programs in the Faculty of Art 

and Faculty of Business. 

3. In 1972, King Abdulaziz University started correspondence studies in some departments. 



The Reality of Online Education Programs 

 

 
26 

4. In 1976, King Saud University canceled correspondence studies. 

5. In 1980, King Abdulaziz University established an independent unit for correspondence 

studies. 

6. In 1987, Al-Imam Muhammad Ibn Saud Islamic University canceled correspondence 

studies. 

7. In 1989, Al-Imam Muhammad Ibn Saud Islamic University resumed correspondence 

studies for female students. 

8. In 2002, King Abdulaziz University began applying distance learning programs and set 

up a separate department for distance learning. 

9. In 2005, the Saudi Ministry of Higher Education established the National Center of E-

Learning & Distance Learning to implement a national plan for developing e-learning in 

the Kingdom. 

10. In 2007, Al-Imam Muhammad Ibn Saud Islamic University began applying distance 

learning programs. 

11. In 2008, the National Center for E-Learning and Distance Education was established. 

12. In 2010, the Ministry of Higher Education issued regulations and laws governing distance 

learning programs in Saudi Arabia. 

13. In 2011, the rules governing the issuance of licenses for distance learning programs in 

higher education institutions were established. 

14. In 2011, Saudi Electronic University was established in Riyadh city as an education 

institution offering distance education service in banking and financial sciences, health 

sciences, and computer science. Several branches were then established in other Saudi 

cities. 
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Online Programs of Saudi Universities 

There are two types of universities in Saudi Arabia offering distance (i.e., online) 

learning programs. The first are universities offering traditional education in addition to distance 

learning (e.g., Al-Imam Muhammad Ibn Saud Islamic University and King Abdulaziz 

University). The second type includes universities offering only distance learning programs (e.g., 

Arab Open University, Knowledge International University, and Saudi Electronic University). 

Both types are illustrated in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1 Academic Departments Offering Distance Education Programs in Saudi Universities 

University Faculty/Department 

Umm Al-Qura College of Da′wa and Usul-ud-din 

College of Shar′ah and Islamic Studies 

College of Arabic Language 

College of Art 

College of Education 

Al-Imaa Mohammad ibn Saud 

Islamic 

 

Shar′ah Department 

Economic Department 

Religious Department 

Arabic Language Department 

Business Administration Department 

King Abdulaziz Faculty of Science (Arabic Language, Islamic) 

Studies, Sociology, Psychology 

History, English Language 

Administration Department, Business 

Administration Department 

King Faisal Faculty of Sociology Science (Arabic Language, 

Islamic Studies, English Language, Social Studies) 

Faculty of Education (Social Education Department) 
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University Faculty/Department 

Taibah Faculty of Administration & Financial Science 

(Business Administration Department) 

Faculty of Social Science (Quran Studies, History, 

Geography, Islamic Studies, Arabic Language) 

Taif Shar′ah & Islamic Studies Department 

(Arabic Language Department) 

Gazan Arabic Language 

English Language 

Mass Communication 

El-Goof Islamic Studies 

Arabic Language 

Tabuk Islamic Studies 

Arabic Language 

Public Administration 

Najran Islamic Studies 

Arabic Language 

Public Administration 
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Chapter 4 – Research Methodology 

Research Design 

A qualitative approach was selected to address the research questions because they 

directly relate to the thoughts, perceptions, and experiences of teachers, students, and policy 

makers. According to Myers (2013), every qualitative research project must include the 

following essential elements: (a) a philosophical assumption about the social world, (b) a 

research method, (c) a data collection technique, (d) an approach to qualitative data analysis, and 

(e) a written record of findings (p. 57) (see Figure 4.1). 

 

Figure 4.1. Myers (2013) research design. 

For the philosophical assumption, a social constructivist perspective views reality as a 

construct of events and people surrounding an individual (Myers, 2013). Furthermore, political 

institutions have an influence on the construction of realities in a given society. The integration 
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Appendix J – Gate Letter 
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