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ABSTRACT 

  Inquiry is a learning stance that affords students with a variety of engagements to 

learn about a concept. It is a collaborative process where students think together, work 

together and talk together to develop their understanding of the issue they face. Inquiry 

supports teachers in creating highly recommended learning environments for students. 

Educators know the importance of the relationship between teachers and students and the 

influence on students’ learning development and achievement in school. These goals can 

be reached through understanding classroom environments and informing teachers about 

an inquiry approach in teaching. This understanding will also improve teacher’s 

knowledge and help him/her professionally interact with students.  

This research explored the experiences and perspectives of eleven Saudi female 

educators on their learning experiences as students and as teachers in two different 

settings, Saudi Arabia and the U.S., and two different teaching strategies, a traditional 

teaching approach and a learning centered approach. I used a qualitative approach to 

design this study to ask my participants about their learning and teaching experiences 

before and after studying abroad. In-depth interviews allowed me to access their 

perspectives and how they created meaning out of experience. I used in-depth interviews, 

using focus group interviews for the third question only with the participants in Tucson, 

because I wanted to explore an inquiry related to a group of people linked by their 

background culture. Throughout this study, the data was gathered and analyzed to answer 

three general questions: 

1. What are the teaching and learning experiences of Saudi teachers? 

2. How do the experiences of Saudi teachers impact their thinking about teaching 
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practices and the curriculum in their classrooms? 

3. What are the perspectives of Saudi women who either are teaching or have teaching 

experience on the type of learning experiences needed for Saudi Arabian pre-service and 

in-service teachers? 

The findings revealed that the participants in this study supported developing and 

working toward achieving reforms in education in Saudi Arabia. The participants’ 

previous experience impacted them in thinking about their own teaching in their 

classrooms. All of the participants supported development of the education of teachers in 

Saudi Arabia. The participants' responses to this question revealed the need for ongoing 

professional development and redesigning teacher preparation programs around key 

principles of engagement and inquiry. 

 

Keywords: Inquiry Approach- Students learning Centered - Teacher Education 

Professional Development- Saudi Arabia. 
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Enrolling in a class on inquiry was the magical key to open the door for me to 

wonder about an inquiry approach and possibilities in the Saudi education system. I was 

amazed at the engagement process. The class process was an invitation that drove me to 

gain knowledge about inquiry. I was inspired by how the class brought new ideas about 

inquiry. There were multiple options offered to us, as students, for the final project for 

this class. I chose to learn more about inquiry process and practice in the elementary 

classroom. Then, my journey in inquiry started when I found a class to observe that 

learned through inquiry. 

I asked Dr. Kathy Short if she knew any teachers who used inquiry as a 

curriculum in their classroom to put myself in a real learning situation. Later, I met Mrs. 

Amy, who taught third and fourth grades based on an inquiry approach. I chose to 

observe an inquiry class for two reasons: first, to reach the goal of learning about inquiry 

to help me to build my experience in the teaching field, and second, to learn more about 

students’ interaction while they engage in the inquiry cycle and process.  

After observing Mrs. Amy’s class and watching the students’ interactions with 

each other, reflecting on the stories they read, wondering, and asking questions, I thought 

deeply about the Saudi school system. In addition, while I was in the inquiry class, 

amazed at the ideas, I thought about how I could transfer them to the Saudi classroom. I 

talked with my friend, Fatima, who took the inquiry class with me, about our schools 

back home. She was interested in the same topic, so we considered together how we 

could present the inquiry ideas to our Muslim schools that are based on memorization and 

recitation without an engaging learning environment. Then, our conversation drove us to 
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agree that Islam actually encourages us to ask questions, to think and to reflect on ideas. 

We drew a connection between inquiry as a stance and stories in the Quran. We realized 

that the traditional Islamic education that is still observed around the world does not 

reflect the actual Islamic educational principles and practices depicted by the Quran and 

sayings of Prophet Muhammad. This experience led me to propose this dissertation study.  

Background of the Study 

This realization motivated me to examine the current Saudi educational system 

particularly after the educational reforms enacted in 2009. The result of this review led 

me to propose my study to be based on Saudi female educator perspectives of the current 

Saudi education; especially in teaching practice and strategies based on their learning and 

teaching experiences. I accessed these educated Saudi women through our attending the 

university together in Tucson. I found they have concerns about education and the desire 

to develop their teaching practice. Thus, the objective of this study was to explore eleven 

Saudi educators’ perspectives on their learning experiences as students and as teachers in 

two different settings, Saudi Arabia and the US, and two different teaching strategies, a 

traditional teaching approach and a learning centered approach.  

The study is based on individual interviews, three of which were in Saudi Arabia. 

The Tucson interviews were conducted as individuals for the first two interviews in 

various places based on the participants’ convenience. The third interview was in focus 

groups that met in my home. Due to the time differences between Saudi Arabia and the 

United States, I interviewed the three participants in Saudi Arabia by “WhatsApp”, a 

phone app that allows phone calls over the internet.  
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I used a qualitative approach to design this study. I selected this approach because 

it fit the interview questions I asked my participants about their learning and teaching 

experiences before and after studying abroad. In-depth interviews allowed participants to 

create meaning out of their experiences. I chose to do in-depth interviews, using focus 

group interviews for the third question only with the people in Tucson because I wanted 

to explore an inquiry related to a group of people linked by their background culture. My 

hope is that the participants’ perspectives will encourage Saudi teachers to be able to deal 

with the challenges of the reforms in their school environments. Their experiences 

provide ideas, tools and recommendations to support teachers as they attempt to 

implement the changes due to educational reforms in my country. My specific research 

questions are:  

1. What are the teaching and learning experiences of Saudi teachers? 

2. How do the experiences of Saudi teachers impact their thinking about teaching 

practices and the curriculum in their classrooms? 

3. What are the perspectives of Saudi women who either are teaching or have teaching 

experience on the type of learning experiences needed for Saudi Arabian pre-service and 

in-service teachers? 

My Positionality as a Researcher 

Given my focus on the experiences of Saudi educators as students and teachers, it 

is important that I frame this dissertation within my own positionality and history.  My 

interest in inquiry started in my own experience as student in Saudi Arabia. I studied K-

12 in public schools and I went to King Faisal University in Saudi Arabia to study 

History. During my undergraduate study, I taught intermediate and high schools as an 
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Education requirement for my Saudi teaching degree. As an undergraduate, I had four 

months of teaching experience in the public schools, evaluated by a teacher of my subject 

(History) in that school. I always had high marks in my teaching evaluations. It was fun 

since I taught in a school I had attended and my own history teacher evaluated me. After 

finishing my undergraduate study, I taught in an Intermediate private school in Saudi 

Arabia, where I had the opportunity to employ what I had learned in a real situation. I 

taught for nine months until I received a scholarship to study higher education abroad.  

My learning experience in Saudi Arabia was in classrooms with mainly lecture 

and memorization teaching methods, although some teaching tools such as maps and 

materials were used and we visited the lab a few times a semester for science. We treated 

the teacher as a bank of information who told us facts from the textbooks and required us 

to receive these facts and memorize them for the final exam. Our grade depended on the 

written midterm and final exams, which were more about what content we remembered 

than a measure of critical thinking or problem solving. I participated in class by reciting 

facts and knowledge from our textbooks when I was one hundred percent sure that my 

answer was correct. From first grade until my university level studies, I did not engage in 

any creative project and I never gave a presentation in front of a group of people. There 

was no opportunity to think deeply, reflect or investigate ideas through projects and 

research. The Islamic classes were usually for memorizing and reciting verses of the 

Quran; only one teacher, my middle school Quran teacher, interpreted the verses for us 

and connected our daily experiences to the story of Prophet Mohamad’s life.  

The classroom environment in public school was the traditional Saudi classroom 

that most Saudi students my age experienced. The teachers did most of the talking and 
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the students listened. In science class we went to the lab sometimes, based on the topic, to 

do experiments and use the tools, but most of the teachers did not let us make mistakes or 

even let us talk. They just explained the lab and then mentioned the benefits of the lesson, 

which we could have read in the book. There were a few motivations, such as thank-you 

cards, gifts, and my name appearing in the school's news for all to see. The teachers cared 

more about controlling the students and the class environment than giving students 

enough time to ask questions during class. Even at the college level, I did not have 

professors who liked to ask questions and who encouraged students to ask questions, too. 

Some professors asked if we had any questions just before the class ended, while 

everyone was packing up. Almost all of my professors in the History department used 

lecture styles of teaching and read from notes which they did not change from year to 

year. We knew, because we compared our notes with those of previous students. 

My teaching experience was short, only nine months. In that time, I did not have 

any specific goals for my class or my students. I only knew to teach the way I had been 

taught; I thought it was the way that we learned and the way young students should learn. 

I used a teacher centered method and I focused on finishing the curriculum in the limited 

time I was allotted. Since I was a history and geography teacher, I used maps in class and 

encouraged students to read the text before class, so they could participate in the class by 

asking questions related to the topic. Before I left that school, I had begun encouraging 

students to help me lecture. I don’t actually remember how I came up with this idea, but I 

was not very organized about it and it did not satisfy some students.  

I was enthusiastic and eager to teach, until I faced the reality of the private school 

technique of teaching. The private schools in Saudi Arabia tend to give their students 
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higher grades than they deserve because the students pay to attend. Once, the 

administration sent for me and asked me to change the grades on several students’ report 

cards. I responded that these students didn't deserve higher grades. She said, “They have 

been with us since they were in elementary school, and the lowest grade you may give 

them is 7/10!!” I was disappointed at how they treated us as teachers, and I decided to 

study for my Master's degree in the United States.  

Coming to U.S. without knowing even basic English was a great challenge for 

me. I came in the summer of 2009 and started studying English at the Center for English 

as a Second Language (CESL) at the University of Arizona. CESL has eight levels of 

study in order to get a certificate.  I started my first term at Level Ten, the beginner level. 

Having a great teacher in my beginning speaking class was quite helpful because she 

gave me a lot of her time. Every day I spent an extra hour speaking with her in English 

about various topics in order to practice my English. I really appreciated her hard work to 

help me take the first step towards my future goal. My successful work at CESL lead me 

to finish the English program in the fall of 2010 and move to the bigger target of my life, 

entering and graduating from a U.S. university. 

I earned my MA from the LRC department at the College of Education at the 

University of Arizona. My focus was on students in their early years in school and what 

they need to be more successful in their educational futures, practically related to the 

teachers’ role and curriculum. The early classes of my Master's degree inspired me to 

think of a variety of creative tools and techniques to engage students in a more interactive 

learning style than is often seen in my culture. In a practicum class, I had my most 

fruitful teaching experience tutoring at Literacy Volunteers of Tucson (LVT), where I 
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taught international students English as a Second Language. I was very fortunate to have 

the opportunity to teach with LVT. It was challenging work, but it added a different 

dimension to my yearning to teach.  

One of the things that surprised me the most was the act of reading storybooks in 

the classroom. We have school libraries in Saudi Arabia, of course, where we can meet 

with teachers and borrow books, but we were never actually encouraged to borrow books. 

Some teachers would take us to the library as an alternative class environment in the 

same way that other teachers would take us to a mosque for a change. As students, we 

were not allowed to visit the library without a teacher’s permission. In most elementary 

schools I observed in Tucson, classes have “story time”, where students sit around the 

teacher and she reads to them and has them think about the story and allows them to talk 

and wonder, connect the story to their lives and to other stories they have read before.  

I decided to continue to study and earn a PhD degree from LRC in the same 

department because I could not get enough from learning and I felt I needed to focus on 

teaching theory. I have found that I always benefit the most from a classroom that does a 

lot of engagement because it helps me to learn new information. I realized that l learn 

new things, whether through a community or individually. Most learning theories 

encourage learners to become part of a community to make sense of what they learn in 

school. Learners can improve their understanding of the concepts they are studying in 

school by participating with others in the community. Also, immersing ourselves in 

experiences outside of school can quicken a learner’s understanding of educational life.  

At this level, I see that there is another important influence on student development in 

school; this is the influence of the teacher. Teachers who have minds open to interacting 
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with students and who have flexibility in their classroom structure can encourage students 

to be more creative and active in learning. Otherwise, students worry about things that 

they are forced to do in school which are beyond their capabilities, which makes them 

less creative.  

Inquiry and the Quran 

Inquiry is a philosophy or stance, not a specific set of methods. Although my 

experiences have been studying in the U.S., I believe that inquiry has tremendous 

potentials to go across cultural contexts. Inquiry is very practical, even within Saudi 

culture, due to the compatibility of inquiry with Islamic beliefs about learning based on 

the Quran. 

First of all, the first word that came from Allah to Prophet Mohammad while he 

was in the mountain was, “Read!” In addition, there are many verses and chapters of the 

Quran that encourage people to think deeply, reflect, and consider, all that comes under 

the Arabic term, ‘tafakkur’, ‘reflexion’. In a religious sense, it means to reflect on Allah’s 

creation. Tafakkur has been used in various verses of the Holy Quran. For example, in al-

Rad, Allah wants us, the people, to have deep thoughts and understanding of his great 

creation by looking at the earth, the mountains, the rivers, every kind of fruit, and even 

the night as a cover over the day; all are described as signs of Allah for people to reflect 

and ponder (Parray, 2010). Prophet Muhammad said: “Seeking for knowledge is 

obligatory for every Muslim man and woman” and he said “Seek knowledge from the 

cradle to the grave”. The inquiry process plays a major role in the Quran in order to learn 

and develop ourselves; the Quran is connected to inquiry as a stance in the following 

ways:  
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A Natural Approach to Knowledge  

According to the Quran, all prophets that have come to all peoples throughout 

history have called for the same purpose and the same goal. There is a natural inquiry for 

the truth in each human being. Prophets, through dialogue and modeling, invited the 

people of their time and all times to ponder, think, and inquire. This natural inquiry of 

every learner was modeled in the Quran and in traditional stories (Alturki & 

Abdulkazem, 2012). 

Connection to the Individual’s Life Experiences 

 Likewise “Islam calls for self-dialogue on the basis that reason is the groundwork 

of faith, the stories in the Quran are clearly understood and have directed messages to 

invite people to think loudly and verbally with the other who has opposed thoughts and 

direction as well; thus, this call characterizes the prophet’s mission, who aims at making 

both individual and social discussions with people, so that the latter could be opened to 

many serious and crucial issues that are concerned with religion and existence as well” 

(Fadlallah, n.d.) Muhammad, himself, was a learner who did not know how to read or 

write. However, he pursued his inquiries and tensions by making connections first to the 

big idea of existence, and after his revelations, he immediately met with other learners 

(Alturki & Abdulkazem, 2012). 

Based on Concepts 

The Quran is based on concepts as in inquiry, by focusing on people the big idea 

behind actions and not necessarily dealing in the details. The details are left to people’s 

inquiries and experience. An example in the Quran is the notion of “Salat” (prayer). The 

Quran explains prayer in terms of how and when exactly it is to be performed, however, 
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although the big idea of “salat” is explicitly mentioned in more than one chapter, the 

details are left to the inquirer to investigate the traditions and Hadith of Muhammad and 

to analyze to get to the right answer. The big idea seems to be more important than details 

in the Islamic philosophy of education; thus, the Quran provides the concept that works 

for every time and place, rather than in only one specific era or circumstance (Alturki & 

Abdulkazem, 2012). 

A Community of Practice 

Given that inquiry is based on learning within a community of collaborators, 

learners have to invite each other to learn from each other. These “invitations” are the 

generative force propelling a community of learners forward (Short & Burke, 1991). The 

Quran, likewise, is based on invitations to inquire and explore. Muhammad has done the 

same thing as the Quran’s stance of invitation. For example, “the Quran talks to the 

reader; look at the sky, look at the mountains, look at the people who came before you.” 

It is full of invitations to observe, connect, and investigate (Alturki & Abdulkazem, 

2012). 

Then, I questioned why Saudi teachers do not do inquiry in our classrooms since 

they are Muslims and Islam encourages wondering and community learning. They do 

have some freedom in their classrooms because Saudi teachers are not monitored all the 

time by the administrator or the principal; they can actually do whatever they want in 

their classrooms with their students. I thought about the reasons that might prevent them 

from using this powerful teaching tool. 

 The tension I identified while observing Saudi students who had come to study in 

Tucson, seemed to revolve around a lack of strategies for life-long learning. I, myself, am 
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one of these students. Over and over, I have seen that many Saudi students who come 

abroad to study lack strategies for life-long learning. For example, they have difficulties 

doing presentations in the classroom or voicing their opinions in public. Some even lack 

the strategies to figure out how to use the public bus system or to figure out Google Map. 

These issues would not be so problematic if they already had strategies of investigation or 

had experienced group discussions in their classrooms in Saudi Arabia. The most fruitful 

way of learning through inquiry is by teaching students to build a collaborative team to 

work together and to learn to take responsibility for their own learning and for providing 

ideas and information to others. Another important benefit from doing inquiry in the 

classroom is that students learn more deeply as they practice and gather knowledge for 

solving real problems.  

Throughout the inquiry process, students have opportunities to take ownership of 

their learning and to find links between their academic lives and their practical lives. 

Inquiry is combining learning with how to be human beings and how to be good citizens. 

Since inquiry is a set of beliefs that can transfer and apply to any setting, material, and 

subject in any condition, I believed inquiry could be used in Saudi classrooms. 

The most overarching tension for me was that reform efforts from the Ministry of 

Education in Saudi Arabia for developing the education system and Saudi students have 

not been successful. Educators are failing to implement the new ideas and big principles 

of reform. Evidence of this is the government scholarship program that offers Saudi 

students, both men and women, the resources to travel abroad and get their higher 

education degrees in other countries. Students want intellectually proven methods that 

allow them to be active learners that will develop our country in the future, even if other 
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resources, such as oil, fail. Students in my country need to learn critical thinking and 

develop problem solving strategies. An inquiry-based approach develops and grows the 

habits of mind that produce life-long learners because the challenges of inquiry questions 

foster the desire and builds the strategies needed to obtain knowledge about the world.  

Saudi Education Setting 

The education available in a country creates different potentials for that country 

and different contexts, that go beyond education. Saudi Arabia is developing their 

educational system. Thus, in 2009, new curricula were introduced by the Ministry of 

Education (MOE) based on student-centered learning and conceptual understanding, 

instead of memorizing information, and the need for meaningful connections to students’ 

lives and experiences. These new curricula are the greatest positive indication that the 

Ministry of Education of Saudi Arabia has recognized the need to match international 

standards and encourage students more actively in their learning. However, there is still a 

considerable amount of work to be done.  

To work toward the development of curricula and teaching, the Ministry of 

Education has spent billions of dollars to develop the curriculum in general, and Math 

and Science in particular. The project focused on four areas: the development of 

educational curricula, the training of teachers, the improvement of the educational 

environment, and the improvement of classroom activities. The plan was to accomplish 

the design of the project within six years, but the project did not make the deadline; not 

one of the four featured areas achieved the ultimate goal. It will probably require an 

additional six years to complete the project (Almannie, 2015).  

Unfortunately, since the beginning of the project, the reforms in the public 
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education system and the planned systemic changes have not been well documented. In 

addition, most of these reforms did not consider other internal factors inside Saudi public 

schools, such as understanding teachers’ beliefs, values, and attitudes about classroom 

teaching practices, and student learning in implementing these new approaches. Thus, I 

shall explain the recent studies done in Saudi Arabia related to recent teaching practices, 

professional development and the teaching preparation program in teaching colleges. 

This review of Saudi public education aims to understand the recent situation and to 

propose studies for future research.  

Effects of Demography 

Saudi Arabia had a population of 32 million in 2016, based on the latest United 

Nations’ estimates, and is the second largest country of the Gulf Countries. Almost all 

Saudis are Muslims and around 98% are Arabs. In the early years of the Twentieth 

Century, long before the current, modern Kingdom was established, what is now known 

as Saudi Arabia was composed of regions divided by tribal territorial boundaries. The 

population of Saudi Arabia consisted of Arab tribes in the isolated central and northern 

regions of the country, and more multi-ethnic populations in the eastern and western 

coastal regions. The primary language is Arabic.  

Saudi people share a common culture and religion, Islam, and have strong tribal 

family relationships (Batterjee, 2011; Hamdan, 2015). Saudi Arabia was unified under 

the leadership of King Abdul Aziz who founded it in 1902, forming the modern Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia in 1932. It is located in Southwestern Asia. The demographic structure of 

the modern Saudi population has developed over time with speedy industrial and 

technological expansion fueled by oil revenues. These underlying conditions influence 
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educational policy, school organization, and teachers’ beliefs.  

Educational Context 

Religion and the Arabic language have been the main focus in the Saudi 

curriculum, as well as health and moral teaching. Since the establishment of public 

schools in Saudi Arabia in the 1960s, attendance for children aged 6 to 15 years is 

mandatory. Because of the cultural orientation in Saudi Arabia, girls' education is 

separate from boys' at all levels, with instruction by same gender teachers. Public 

education in Saudi Arabia, both for boys and girls, is divided into three levels: elementary 

schools for students 6–11 years old, intermediate schools for students 12–14 years old, 

and high schools for students 15–18 years old. However, at the college level, male 

professors can teach female students via closed-circuit TV, which hinders classroom 

interaction for the women. The education system in Saudi Arabia is highly influenced by 

religious beliefs and cultural traditional values (Hamdan, 2015). “The top-down change 

in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia involves the Ministry of Education as the sponsor, 

school administrations as advocates and change agents, and science teachers as the 

target” (Alghamdi & Al-Salouli, 2013, p.6). 

The purpose of Saudi public schools is to present the cultural values, beliefs and 

ideology of its members and to maintain its Islamic educational heritage because Saudi 

Arabia's political, social and economic rules are based on the fundamentals of Islam 

(Hamdan, 2015).  According to Batterjee (2011, p.152), the Saudi Ministry of Education 

can be divided into three equal periods in the 100 years between 1923 and 2023: Past, 

Current, and Future. The Past, covering the time between 1923 and 1956, is considered 

the period when basic public education was first established. In this early stage of public 
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education, not many students attended the newly established public schools, due to 

various social, religious and cultural reasons, until religious leaders advised families that 

Islam encouraged Muslims to learn how to read and write, and that education would open 

their minds to understand other people and cultures. The Current Era, or what could be 

considered the Expansion Era, covers the time period between 1957 and 1989. The 

Current Era is characterized by a massive increase of students and an enormous 

expansion of public schools. The government inspired students all over the country to 

enroll in school by providing free education, and even gave monthly allowances to 

students who came from needy families, besides the free transportation and textbooks 

supplied for all enrolled students. In addition, the government granted monthly 

allowances, around $250/1000SR per month, to all university students to support their 

higher education. The third era, the Future, started in 1990 and covers the following 33 

years, is the era in which the primary objective is improving the quality of Saudi 

education (Batterjee, 2011). 

Illiteracy in Saudi Arabia has steadily decreased over the past 40 years as a direct 

result of Saudi Arabia's success in building an educational infrastructure free to all 

citizens without any discrimination, leading to the increase in school and university 

enrollment. Moreover, the increasing birth rate in Saudi Arabia and the demand for more 

schools has lead to flourishing private schools to meet the population increase. Then, 

recently, the demand for higher quality education has increased for both public and 

private schools. However, the performance of private school students is higher, likely 

because of smaller classes and modern facilities (Batterjee, 2011). 

Many studies attest that teacher-centered approaches and memorization of content 
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knowledge have been the main teaching approach in public education schools. The Saudi 

public schools’ curricula in the past viewed the focus of teaching until the early 1980s to 

be local history, social domination of mainstream culture and the government's sect of 

Islam. Then the Ministry of Education (MOE) in Saudi Arabia generalized the curriculum 

and gave weight to the use of constructivist theory in teaching students (Al-Abdulkareem 

& Hentschke, 2014) and developing students' cognitive and personal skills (Batterjee, 

2011). Moreover, the MOE approved a curriculum to highlight problem-solving and 

critical-thinking approaches in science classes (Alghamdi & Al-Salouli, 2013). 

It is significant to note that a stated goal of the Ministry of Education in Saudi 

Arabia is to supply cross-cultural understanding to Saudi students (The Executive 

Summary, 2005). Evidence of this is the government's scholarship program that offers 

Saudi students, both men and women, the resources to travel abroad and to complete their 

higher education degrees in other countries.  

Saudi public schools’ curriculum. The goal in developing Saudi public 

curriculum in all content areas was to make a quality education accessible and available 

to all Saudi students around the country, not just to those who could afford a private 

education (Alghamdi & Al-Salouli, 2013). Teachers were invited to critique and adapt 

ideas about curriculum, teaching, and assessment that they had not experienced in their 

own education, which was teacher-directed, passive, and did not stress reflection and 

critical thinking. This was well-intentioned, but not particularly helpful. Thus, many 

researchers are working to investigate the learning needs that still need to be addressed, 

and the methods of instruction that need more sophistication. 

The researchers in Saudi Arabia discovered that non-scientific curricula in public 
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education and in the university majors, such as Islamic and language studies, do not 

provide students with the skills required in a modern economy. Thus, the Ministry of 

Education received reports of the poor performance of Saudi students when compared to 

students from other countries, especially in mathematics, science, and other 21st century 

skills. Moreover, the curricula had not changed until the turn of the 21st century, 

especially in 2009, when the Ministry of Education recognized the importance of these 

skills which lead the MOE to initiate new curricula that met the need to teach higher-

order thinking to Saudi students in public education to prepare them for the future. 

However, the Ministry of Education required schools and teachers to use limited and 

basic tools compared with other societies where education is relatively advanced 

(Batterjee, 2011).  

The curricula in Saudi public schools are centralized and apply the same curricula 

to all students in the same classroom.  Alghamdi and Al-Salouli (2013, p.6) described the 

old school science curricula as grounded in teacher-centered approaches and on pedagogy 

that encouraged memorization. The textbooks covered only simple information entailing 

a minimal number of exercises and experiments that failed to encourage students to 

acquire new knowledge through observation and comparison, and to apply critical-

thinking skills. However, the researchers at that time were advised to teach science based 

on developing students’ thinking and to not limit students to basic scientific information. 

Nevertheless, the curricula in all the other subjects have similar features. “The existing 

high school curricula do not provide students with the knowledge and job skills needed 

for their future employment” (AL-Abdulkareem, n.d.). 

 Alghamdi and Al-Salouli (2013, p.6) described the new science curricula that 



	

	

32	

descended from the MOE in 2008 as based on student-centered learning, understanding 

concepts instead of memorizing them, and attempts to make meaningful connections to 

students’ lives and experiences. The new curricula adopted a teaching approach based on 

the constructivist theory of learning, highlighting critical thinking and problem solving. 

However, by comparing the outlines of the old curricula and the new, it is clear that both 

of them were designed to develop students' thinking and were not based on 

memorization. Sadly, Saudi students still cannot compete with international students on 

the TIMSS and other global exams (Almannie, 2015).  

Thus, Batterjee (2011) and Almannie (2015) advised that to reach the level of 

international and recent educational developments, Saudi Arabia should begin providing 

the materials and decisions of technical education in elementary schools and expand 

gradually to secondary schools because giving students experience at early ages in 

schools would allow students to have several options after graduation to pursue academic 

study, continue to study in technical colleges, or engage in work in the private sector. 

They see that the government has spent millions of dollars on training all education 

leaders both locally and abroad, but the outcomes of professional development have not 

been measured Almannie (2015).  

Teaching practice in public schools. All teachers in Saudi schools from 

kindergarten through grade 12 must follow the curricula and instruction prescribed by the 

MOE. The Saudi curricula and teaching approaches are chosen from international sources 

which are developed and adapted from time to time to fit Saudi Arabia's needs and goals. 

However, these mandatory curricula and teaching approaches have been impacted by 

school administrators and teachers’ beliefs and experiences before being applied into 
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classroom practice (Alghamdi & Al-Salouli, 2013). 

A few years after the new curriculum reforms, Saudi educators noticed that there 

was not much change in the actual practice in Saudi Arabia in schools. Thus, many 

researchers conducted studies based on their interests to determine what was missing and 

to think of solutions to the problems. In 2011, Batterjee did a study in Saudi Arabia 

comparing Saudi students ages 8 to18 in private schools with high standards, where they 

were provided with needed materials and advanced learning supplements, and students in 

public schools where they had limited materials and limited supplements. The results of 

the study showed that the general education system in Saudi Arabia had a negative effect 

on students’ IQ and that Saudi children on an advanced curriculum had generally higher 

IQ test scores. Furthermore, his study showed that the students in public schools still had 

poor performance in mathematics, science, and 21st Century skills because they were 

only taught the MOE curriculum. They were not acquiring the new curricula skills 

compared with the elite private school students who had curriculum designed to enhance 

critical and creative thinking, problem solving, and other higher order thinking skills, 

indicating a serious flaw in the general education in Saudi Arabia. Some private schools 

in the country seem to have reformed much better than the public schools.  

Allamnakhrah (2013), a Saudi scholar, has been lobbying for educational reforms 

to incorporate critical thinking in education programs. His study was a qualitative case 

study undertaken at King Abdul Aziz University and the Arab Open University in Saudi 

Arabia. He examined students’ perception and awareness of learning critical thinking in 

high school pre-service teacher education programs in Saudi Arabia. His study 

demonstrates a lack of knowledge of critical thinking among students and in the teaching 
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strategies of high school in-service teachers. He argues that there is a lack of critical 

thinking among Saudi students and demands that reforms also incorporate critical 

thinking into the Saudi education system (Allamnakhrah, 2013).  

Al-Abdulkareem and Hentschke did a study in 2014 to examine the textbooks in 

Saudi Arabian public schools. Their goal was to measure constructivist theory practices 

in classrooms by exploring the opinions of Saudi Arabian teachers about the degree to 

which their textbooks adopted and supported the principles of social constructivism and 

the degree to which these principles varied by subject matter specialization. The 

constructivist theories of teaching and learning are the main theoretical elements in the 

new form of curriculum. The new form designates developing students' learning and 

participation by engaging them in social activities to learn from each other and including 

resources other than the teachers in teaching. Their study was the only study that 

examined the textbooks and investigated whether constructivist theories in learning and 

teaching had entered Saudi classrooms. They collected information from different 

textbooks that were identified as “constructivist” by many intermediate grade teachers 

across multiple subject areas in Riyadh, the capital city of the country. However, the 

results they discovered from teachers’ responses indicated that the textbooks only 

minimally supported constructivist pedagogical practices and that the textbooks that did 

emphasize constructivist pedagogical practices did not vary significantly by subject 

matter. To sum up, they found that Saudi Arabian textbooks foster, at best, only very 

modest levels of constructivist practices in classrooms, which was consistent across 

different subject matters.  

Finally, Almannie (2015) compared teachers’ work toward achieving the target 
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indicated by the new reforms in the education systems in Saudi Arabia and in Singapore. 

The findings suggest that Grade 8 science teachers in Saudi Arabia and Singapore differ 

significantly in most characteristics related to their background, perception of their 

preparation, and the way that they teach science. The findings also suggest that in most of 

the comparisons, the Singapore sample was found to be better qualified, to teach less 

content, to be more balanced in their perceptions of how well they had prepared, to 

participate more in professional development programs, and had classroom practices 

close to or resembling those identified as inquiry oriented. Batterjee (2011) mentioned 

that there were some skills students had not developed yet, such as cognitive skills, and 

that the outcomes of these tests and tools cannot yet be seen. In addition, to solve these 

challenges, he believed that the MOE needs to have strong reforms to help improve 

education or all offers put in place will not be fruitful (Almannie, 2015). 

School curriculum and teachers. Saudi students found the teaching methods 

used in their courses to be repetitive, uninspiring, lacking in intellectual rigor, and not 

very challenging (Allamnakhrah, 2013). Students outlined teaching methods as 

traditional, using lecturers as the main transmitters of knowledge, rather than teachers as 

facilitators. The curriculum was viewed skeptically by students, who criticized the focus 

on content quantity rather than quality. 

The study done by Al-Abdulkareem and Hentschke (2014) showed that the 

current versions of textbooks cannot be anticipated to help increase use of constructivist 

theory elements in teaching and to encourage a constructivist atmosphere in classroom 

engagement activities. Thus, school textbooks need to develop future versions that 

enhance constructivist pedagogical practices in order to help cultivate more of the 



	

	

36	

benefits recognized in constructivist theories of learning and teaching. Also, developers 

of subject-specific texts need to have more expertise in constructivist pedagogy to 

complement their expertise in the subject matter. All teaching practices described as 

“constructivist” are not equally employed or equally effective in schools. Al-

Abdulkareem and Hentschke (2014) suggest that the textbook has the potential to 

generate greater positive learning outcomes than is the case presently. However, there are 

several approaches that textbooks could use to employ constructivist theories of 

pedagogy in student assignments, the organization and sequencing of the curriculum, 

guidelines for teachers, and assessment strategies. The results of the study show that none 

of these appears to have been communicated to the teachers through the textbooks they 

use. This lack is consistent across subject matter specializations; religion and language 

appear to be no different from math and science in this regard. Thus, students need to be 

exposed to more modern teaching methods to reflect the reforms of Saudi education that 

indicate critical thinking and problem solving as the main objectives of the curriculum.   

 On the other hand, Saudi teachers encounter challenges when they use new 

teaching strategies. Their challenges relate to the school and classroom environments, 

textbooks, materials and resources available in their schools.  Teachers are still concerned 

more about how to manage the large number of students in the small classrooms and how 

to cover the intense curriculum in shorter class periods, which distracts them to focus on 

classroom management over engaging students in learning process.  

Al-Seghayer (2014) championed the necessity of a strong professional learning 

program for prospective Saudi teachers in order to make them more confident and to 

allow them to enhance other skills that are also needed in their professional careers as 
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teachers. He stressed that the teaching program needs to involve pre-service teachers in 

more teaching experience in schools before graduating in order for them to work closely 

with other experienced teachers and develop their skills in classroom competence as they 

share and collaborate with experienced teachers. He insisted that requiring these steps in 

teaching programs would enhance the skills of both teachers.   

Almannie (2015) increased the number of challenging elements by adding the 

teachers' concern about the lack of integration of technology in the classroom. Most 

Saudi schools are furnished with computers and smart boards, but the integration of 

technology in Saudi classrooms remains in the early stages. Nevertheless, most teachers 

have a strong desire to integrate technology into their teaching and educational goals, but 

teachers face several barriers, such as a lack of confidence, lack of competence, and lack 

of access to resources. Therefore, Almannie stressed that teachers must be freed from 

heavy teaching workloads to have time to learn how to integrate technology into 

classroom teaching, since the MOE supports the use of technology as a teaching and 

learning tool across the Saudi public school system to improve performance, 

collaboration, learning experience, and learning outcomes. He also suggested that the 

class time should be extended and curricula reduced so that teachers have sufficient time 

to meet the requirements of each curriculum within the lessons available, and to make use 

of technology (Almannie, 2015). To remove this barrier and increase teacher skills and 

confidence using technology, he argued that the MOE must provide sufficient time and 

technical support for teachers in areas such as physical space, resources, maintenance, 

and technological training.  

Finally, since these new educational reforms have been diffused in all the schools 
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in Saudi Arabia, researchers believed that now is the time to start thinking of a fruitful 

plan to increase teachers’ skills through providing a professional development program in 

order to achieve success in the final goal of these reforms. The grand plan for developing 

the Saudi education system lacks a plan for actually implementing the reforms. The in-

service teachers lack the skills to implement the reforms and are not given time free from 

their work duties to focus on learning new skills they need.  The preparation programs in 

the Saudi colleges of education have not applied the new and modern teaching strategies 

and pedagogy for their students to learn. To benefit from the reforms in Saudi education, 

educators need to work together to shake off the challenges that affect the application of 

such powerful reforms in Saudi schools. If the MOE does not provide the needed training 

skills and clear policies in Saudi schools, nothing will change.  

Professional development programs in Saudi Arabia. Teachers are considered 

to be the most useful and valuable members of our classrooms. Teachers must have the 

ability and the freedom to adjust and tailor the curricula to meet and suit the students’ 

needs. Another point that needs to be clarified in the Saudi education system is the 

teachers' responsibility and role in the classroom. Teachers should be familiar with 

different kinds of instruction, not just lecturing students, but facilitating learning, and 

providing students with the information and tools they need to master a subject. Teachers 

must be honest in their role as evaluators and assess students' abilities through formal and 

informal assessments, guiding students with suggestions for improvement and assigning 

grades. 

Researchers have found, after evaluating students’ perceptions of critical thinking 

skills, problem solving skills, and other 21st Century skills that need to be developed in 
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the Saudi Arabian state in the future, that a systematic professional development 

approach to support developing and implementing the new forms and curricula in Saudi 

Arabia across all K-12 stages in all subjects would be particularly beneficial. This 

professional development should provide in-service Saudi teachers with the necessary 

strategies to achieve the higher required standards in teaching and provide them with the 

teaching tools that play a fundamental role in changing schools and classrooms settings 

for the better. In fact, the lack of critical thinking among in-service teachers and Saudi 

students, especially in students in high school and college, was Allamnakhrah's (2012) 

main concern when calling for providing a professional development program for all in-

service teachers to promote their thinking skills, which would allow them to transfer 

these skills to their students in school. Of course, it would help if the teachers themselves 

raised their voices to demand support in learning how to teach these new required 

strategies that they have never taught before or experienced themselves as students. 

Perhaps their voices could reach even the curriculum designers, inspiring them to write 

engaging, powerful and fruitful training programs.  

Almazroa (2013) did a study in Saudi Arabia to investigate the need for effective 

professional development and teachers’ opinions about implementing the new curricula 

introduced by the MOE. Her study was built on open-ended questions with both female 

and male Saudi teachers who had seven years of teaching experience each in different 

majors in science. These in-service teachers had received professional development, but 

Almazroa wanted to consider their opinions and their existing knowledge and beliefs 

about teaching.  

According to Almazroa (2013, p.2), until recent years, professional development 
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in Saudi Arabia was considered a national priority, but much of the professional 

development that is offered to teachers simply does not meet the demands of the new 

curriculum. In the same year, Alghamdi (2013) and Al-Salouli (2013) each did a study in 

different regions of Saudi Arabia to explore Saudi teachers’ beliefs about learning and 

teaching science, about the joys and challenges that they experienced in teaching science 

during and after the first year of implementation of the new science curriculum. Their 

purpose was to indicate the level of the teachers’ beliefs, pedagogy, and classroom 

practices embodied in the new curriculum that was designed to move learning from 

memorization to problem solving and critical thinking. The two studies gave parallel 

results, showing that Saudi teachers needed to attend professional development classes 

that afford teachers with important knowledge about the characteristics of effective 

teachers and how to improve their skills and knowledge to reach the higher quality of 

teaching required by the new curriculum.  

The major complaints of these teachers related to not recognizing the importance 

of content knowledge to their professional learning, not focusing on explaining the 

pedagogy of their disciplines, not providing them with a variety of experiences in 

teaching approaches, and finally, not reporting the results of the professional 

development classes at large in the educational system in Saudi Arabia. An effective 

professional development must have agreed-upon guidelines related to its goals, content, 

support, approaches and evaluation which are available in most professional development 

programs in the country. Thus, a conceptual framework for educational professional 

development is needed to support the implementation of the new curriculum.  

Finally, teachers must have continuous professional development to keep up with 
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the strategies required to promote learning, opening the door to creativity, innovation, 

and self-confidence for the students and making the school an attractive learning 

environment. All of these researchers advocate the need to foster the growth of 

professional development in Saudi Arabia for different reasons: first, to benefit teachers 

to identify the special knowledge related to their work; second, to learn the necessary 

knowledge and strategies which the pre-service education program did not provide them; 

and finally, to foster teachers' growth and development in teaching quality. Teachers in 

Saudi Arabia need to attend professional development to learn the process of 

implementing modern strategies in teaching or they will continue practicing the 

traditional methods in their classrooms. “Professional development is a necessary 

element of comprehensive reform” (Almazroa, 2013, p. 2), and needs to be well 

designed. Teachers have to understand that professional development contains learning 

activities rather than training activities. Professional development needs to become a 

necessary expectation in Saudi schools, just as it is in other schools around the world. 

Almannie (2015) declares that professional development must focus on content, with less 

emphasis on student learning, and that the main concern of educational supervisors is to 

see how teachers teach, rather than how students learn.  

Teaching preparation in Saudi Arabia. The objective of the MOE since it was 

founded in 1953 was to cultivate and develop more effective teaching programs, update 

teaching methodologies in schools, and provide high quality courses to increase teachers’ 

knowledge. The Teacher Colleges (TCs) were opened in 1989 at different locations 

around Saudi Arabia for Saudi students to study a four-year B.Ed. (Hamdan, 2015, P. 2). 

In the TC program, students were required to take professional education courses 
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in teaching methods, educational psychology, the Saudi education system, classroom 

management and school administration. Student teachers are assigned to teach their 

content area in public schools in the last semester of their undergraduate academic 

programs for four or eight classes per week under the supervision of their college 

instructors. This fieldwork experience, requisite to student teaching, accounts for a total 

of approximately 60 hours over the course of a semester, about 15 weeks (Al-Seghayer, 

2014).  Most teaching majors have the same process for field experience. The goal of the 

TC program was to train students for teaching, improve in-service teachers’ skills and 

scientific understanding, contribute to educational research, plan effective programs, and 

cooperate with other national and international educational organizations (Hamdan,2015). 

However, albeit in recent years, the TC program objectives have changed to 

reflect the new curriculum reforms that the MOE developed in schools that advocate 

higher-order thinking and problem solving, especially in high schools. These reforms 

obligate teachers to move from traditional teaching methods to critical thinking and 

problem solving in the classroom. Since the educational reforms supported essential 

elements such as critical thinking and problem-solving skills in teaching, by now Saudis 

should see marked development in students’ achievement, teachers' practice and in Saudi 

education as a whole because the reforms started in 2007. However, there are some 

studies that show that there is a huge gap between the goals of the curriculum reform and 

the reality of the situation in the TC setting. Thus, Batterjee (2011), Allamnakhrah (2013) 

Al-Seghayer (2014) Al-Abdulkareem and Hentschke (2014)Hamdan (2015),and 

Almannie (2015) all believe that the structure of such academic programs should be 

changed or redesigned and that student teachers need to spend more time at practicum 
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sites in order to allow for more extensive and intensive practical experience, rather than 

waiting until the last semester to do their practicum. 

Learning should be a dynamic, active and cooperative process for students. 

Students want to be involved in meaningful and engaging lessons. It is unfair to send 

students into the wider world with antiquated teaching methods and educational 

experiences. Modernizing teaching methods throughout the educational experience of 

Saudi students would improve their educational performance inside the country, even 

before they study abroad and face the world and new cultures. 

  Each of the studies I have examined in this literature review about the current 

context in the Saudi education system reflects the need to change the content courses in 

the preparation program in Saudi education colleges.  Although the studies done in 2013 

and up until 2015 have multiple objectives for doing their studies in Saudi education, 

they all show that collaborative work between the MOE, the schools and the TCs is 

necessary to develop an effective teaching preparation program.   

Allamnakhrah (2013) reported that the foundation of pre-service teacher 

education courses was to limit pre-service teachers to the rote-learning and memorization 

method of teaching and learning and that the modern methods of teaching, such as 

facilitating and fostering critical thinking, are not being implemented in their courses. 

Also, he specifies that contemporary literature focusing on pre-service teacher education 

or on pre-service teacher education students’ perceptions of learning critical thinking is 

still incipient, especially in the context of the Gulf States and Saudi Arabia specifically.  

  Al-Seghayer (2014) and Hamdan (2015) found it necessary for student teachers in 

English and science to have explicit experiences with modern approaches so they could 
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internalize these ideas and use them in future teaching. Effective teaching requires 

engaging course work and professional experiences for extended times in real 

classrooms. Their study indicated that these current Saudi teacher preparation programs 

are insufficient for the preparation of Saudi teachers, especially with regard to 

disciplinary knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, and technological pedagogical 

knowledge. Disciplinary knowledge includes, for example, teaching methods. 

Pedagogical content knowledge, includes curriculum planning, reflective teaching, 

classroom management, teaching the four skills, and so on. Technological pedagogical 

knowledge involves the ability to effectively integrate the available technological 

resources into language teaching. Almost all teaching majors need these courses, but the 

Saudi literature, unfortunately, lacks research in other content areas, such as History, 

Religion and Arabic language.  Thus, teacher preparation programs in Saudi Arabia must 

be promoted to ensure that effective teaching skills pass to teachers in a way that they can 

apply them in their teaching later.  If these programs will help regulate the qualifications 

and performance of Saudi teachers, teachers could take advantage of such moves or 

offerings. Through these programs, they could significantly improve their teaching skills, 

which would put them in a better position to redress the underachievement of Saudi 

students in English and, as such, enhance their level of attainment.  

Conclusion 

Saudi Arabia is considered a rich country because of its natural resources. It needs 

to develop human capital, since oil is its only source of wealth and oil will not keep it 

rich forever. The real source of a nation's wealth can be developed only through 

education. “Wealthy nations can afford an extensive public school system” (Batterjee, 
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2011, p.180). This research has highlighted that it is not too late to remedy Saudi Arabia's 

situation. These issues have strong and complicated associations between curriculum 

development implementation, teachers’ professional development and redesigning the 

teaching college courses for pre-service teachers. It is impossible to reform the 

curriculum without putting forth effort and attempting to develop current teachers. It is 

obvious that educational development will be unsuccessful unless we work again toward 

individual development. These studies in Saudi Arabia indicate that the MOE's 

educational reforms did not support teachers. Yet the teachers need to be involved in 

professional development programs to develop their teaching skills to meet the modern 

requirements.  Batterjee (2011) and Almannie (2015) asserted that education in Saudi 

Arabia continued in its traditional values and beliefs, even though there had been 

countless efforts to modernize it. But until now Saudi Arabia has failed to implement 

developing ideas, especially in significant areas such as mathematics, science, and 

higher-order thinking skills. The Ministry of Education has attempted to incorporate 

constructivist principles of pedagogy in the nation’s classrooms and apply them both in 

general policies and specific standards, so that they incorporate constructivist 

instructional practices within their textbooks.  

All of the information I collected from the literature in Saudi Arabia pertained to 

the subjects of English, math and science, which are considered to be the most valued 

areas in Saudi education. Unfortunately, I could not find articles that discussed other 

content areas or any articles that recorded positive and fruitful results of accomplished 

goals of the Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia. There is a gap in studies about 

modifying or adjusting the teaching of History, religion, Arabic language and literature to 
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modern teaching methods, to support teachers having more curricular interaction with 

students in the classroom or to provide teachers with the training programs necessary to 

improve their skills to be at least equal to those of the teachers teaching in international 

schools.   

The studies I examined about the education system in Saudi Arabia have specific 

goals the researchers desire to accomplish. Nonetheless, their general goals go beyond the 

educational aspect. They believe that teaching children in schools to use their higher 

thinking skills, problem-solving skills and cognitive skills would improve and empower 

the Saudi nation in other aspects. When students know these skills and how to implement 

them in real life, they will build a new socioeconomic Saudi Arabia that does not rely on 

oil as its only resource of power. Therefore, this review gives the whole picture of the 

Saudi educational situation and supports the purpose of this dissertation.  

Organization of the Dissertation 

In Chapter 1 of this dissertation, I introduced the inspiration that has driven me to 

this study along with my background experience of learning in Saudi Arabia and in the 

U.S. Also, I described the Saudi education context from professional literature about the 

Saudi education reform. I stated the research questions I used to guide the data collection 

and analysis of this qualitative study.  

In Chapter 2, from the professional literature, I highlight key research on how pre-

service teachers’ experiences in their preparation programs impact their teaching practice 

and knowledge related to teaching.  Then, I review studies that describe the value of 

offering professional development for in-service teachers and how these experiences in 

learning aim to promote and encourage teachers to advance their teaching strategies and 
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to increase their pedagogical knowledge to be effective teachers that make a difference in 

students’ learning.  

In Chapter 3, I present the research methodology I used in this study. First, I 

expand on the social constructivism perspective, the grounded theory connection, the 

qualitative approach, and the research sample and setting used in this study. I describe the 

data collection tools and procedures in detail, along with the data collection time line, 

which describes the collection, organization, and analysis of the data of this study. 

In Chapter 4, Learning and Teaching Experience of Saudi Teachers, I provide an 

explanation and interpretation of the data which I used to examine the qualitative results 

of the interview questions. I highlight quotes from the participants to support my 

analysis. 

In Chapter 5, The Influence of Experience on Teaching Practice and Beliefs, I 

provide an explanation and interpretation of the data, which I used to examine the 

qualitative results of the interview questions. I highlight quotes from the participants to 

support my analysis. 

In Chapter 6, Recommendations for Professional Development and Teacher 

Preparation Program in Saudi Arabia, I provide an explanation and interpretation of the 

data which I used to examine the qualitative results of the focus group interview 

questions. I highlight quotes from the participants to support my analysis. 

In Chapter 7, I conclude the study by summarizing the findings of this study, and 

providing implications and recommendations for future research and for education. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERTURE REVIEW 

There is no way to commence a literature review about education without looking 

and understanding the curriculum and teaching strategies. Curriculum and teaching 

methods have always been sophisticated through many years of research. In this literature 

review chapter first I provide the theoretical framework that is the foundation of this 

study which is based on the constructivism and sociocultural theories as conceptual 

frameworks for classroom strategies that use an inquiry approach to design the 

curriculum and increase students’ learning interaction. I explain how to implement and 

practice the inquiry process in the classroom with examples of two inquiry approaches 

that would be useful in different situations and provide essential components for an 

inquiry approach. Moreover, this section addresses the benefits of inquiry as well as the 

teachers’ role. I also include in this section the definition of an inquiry approach. In the 

second part of the literature review is focus on research on professional development and 

teacher preparation programs that shaped and informed the analysis of this study.  Most 

of these work was attempted to create a successful trail on what has huge impact on the 

students’ learning achievement and teacher practice, as well as to support educators in 

understanding the meaning of curriculum and how can we build a new teaching methods 

that can be used with our students in a specific situation.   

Teaching, Learning and Constructivism 

The theoretical framework for this study is based on constructivism and 

sociocultural theories as conceptual frameworks for classroom strategies that use an 

inquiry approach to learning. People are constantly learning through the use of mediation 

tools and activities that they have practiced in their past experience, which can be distinct 
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from one another based on each individual’s cultural history. Thus, every society must 

present changeable activities that are different from other societies’ activities, based on 

each society’s individual need to develop itself. These activities, wherever they take 

place, at home, in schools, at work, or in public, create a personal identity based on the 

knowledge, skills, and values that help individuals function within a society.  

Active Engagement of Learners  

John Dewey (1938) supported the idea that teachers and students must learn 

together in order to create democratic classrooms that encourage an equal voice among 

all participants in the learning experience. Dewey (1938) insisted that learning be built on 

the needs and interests of students so they can explore their environments more fully. 

Many educators have found Vygotsky’s theories to be important to understand and apply 

in their classrooms, because they fit within many aspects of interdisciplinary approaches. 

Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural constructivism theory is helpful in understanding that an 

individual’s development cannot be removed from the child’s social and cultural context 

because the individual grows up within his/her social-cultural history. There is also a 

mediation role for artifacts or tools that have been used in human activities, not limited to 

their biological inheritance, that shape individuals; we carry these activities from the past 

into the present by mastering them through daily practice, which incorporates these 

activities and artifacts into our experiences.  

Vygotsky’s theory describes the relationship between individuals and society. He 

considered society to be a set of overlapping human activities that are associated with a 

community of practice that people produce and reproduce through their interactions with 

each other; however, these activities change over time, which leads to independent 
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activities produced by independent individuals based on their individual needs. Vygotsky 

(1978) believed that educators should be facilitators, even when students are learning 

new tasks, because there are different types of students in the classroom, some who find 

the course work easy and others who find it difficult. Thus, help from educators in the 

classroom provides students with the tools that they need to engage as learners.  

  Zone of proximal development. Vygotsky (1978) developed the “Zone of 

Proximal Development” (ZPD) theory of learning and teaching, which indicates that 

individuals’ learning needs assistance from peers, adults, parents or teachers, so that 

individuals learn better and internalize more information when they learn with other. 

Vygotsky (1978) defined ZPD as “the distance between the actual development level as 

determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 

determined through problem solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more 

capable peers” (p.86).  

Build on Learner Experience  

Teaching children with inquiry must always be based on their previous experience 

and what they already know about a topic. Many times teachers provide their students 

with basic information about the topic to start to engage them in the learning process 

because learning new knowledge is always connected with our own experiences. Dewey 

(1938) asserted the value of learning experiences in people’s lives. We all have different 

experiences in life, but these experiences will not be rewarding in all stages nor 

significant to all of us. The meaningfulness of an experience is based on the influence 

that the experience has on the individual's present and future, and the extent to which the 

individual is able to contribute to society. Thus, our job as educators can be to focus on 
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the subject matter that builds from the students’ past experiences to deliver new 

experiences that will open up new doors to engage students with the future and expand 

their contribution to society, rather than to deliver experiences that will not create new 

interactions in their lives. Moreover, it is important for teachers, after knowing their 

students’ background experiences and interests, to create a classroom environment that 

will enrich their learning development. 

 Dewey (1938) affirms the importance of the need to learn by doing through 

experiences that let the learners interact with their environment in order to adapt and 

learn. Dewey (1938) draws attention to the significance of quality in learning processes; 

both the long-term and the short-term matter because both will offer an educational 

experience to the learner. The experiences students have with inquiry strategies are 

valuable and enable them to contribute to the society in which they live.  

Conceptual and Interdisciplinary Approach 

 Inquiry is a conceptually based approach to curriculum that draws the learner’s 

focus to the biggest ideas behind the topic to gain a deeper understanding. The goal of 

inquiry as a conceptual base is to not limit learners to covering specific information about 

the topic, but to gain knowledge that leads learners to explore the conceptual 

understanding behind it (Erickson and Tomlinson, 2007; Short, 2009). This becomes 

important to the learner in the 21st Century; learners must combine their creativity and 

analysis to identify the critical issues in their society and become able to apply their 

knowledge and understanding in the current and in the future contexts.  

In order to use conceptual inquiry, we should not provide the learner with too 

much information about the content, which causes students to focus on small ideas 
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instead of the bigger ideas. Erickson and Tomlinson (2007) argue that “Conceptual 

thinking requires the ability to critically examine factual information; relate to prior 

knowledge; see patterns and connections; draw out significant understandings at the 

conceptual level; evaluation the truth of understandings based on the supporting 

evidence; transfer the understanding across time or situation; and, often, use the 

conceptual understanding to reactively solve a problem or create a new product, process, 

or idea” (p. 19). 

Motivation theory. Erickson and Tomlinson (2007) encourage teachers to use 

conceptual instruction with their students as they proceed through school. They claim that 

students at the beginning of the educational experience, preschool and primary school, 

are generally excited and eager to learn, but that this feeling diminishes as they progress 

from one grade to another. They claim that this occurs because teachers in the early years 

of education use conceptual instruction to engage students based on their previous 

experience; however, when students move to higher levels, teachers increase their factual 

load and require students to memorize most of what they are required to learn. A decrease 

in the development of the conceptual mind is reflected in students becoming more 

apathetic toward learning, unable to remember most of the facts gained in school in their 

long-term memories and the corresponding inadequate academic performance in 

secondary school.  

Motivation theory, according to Erickson and Tomlinson (2007), is an effort to 

improve the development of the conceptual mind of students as they work with factual 

knowledge. Thus, in order to keep students motivated to learn, teachers must deliver 

interesting activities with good invitations throughout their school years. Teachers in the 
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process of learning how to employ concept-based instruction need to understand that they 

must move their instruction from teaching only facts to teaching conceptual ideas using 

facts as a supporting tool. For example, teachers could introduce the “brain power” 

concept to students by giving them different strategies that attest that our brains can work 

harder than we expect. Of course, not all students will have the same level of “brain 

power” because learning abilities differ from one student to another. However, all 

students can assist each other in working in group activities. Students will need time to 

become deeper thinkers, but they should eventually understand that we learn through 

experience and that we use knowledge to produce more experiences based on our 

previous experience and knowledge. 

Structure of knowledge. Hilda Taba (1966) developed a theory that explained 

the different levels of knowledge abstraction and organization. She encouraged teachers 

to teach for deeper understanding of concepts and main ideas instead of focusing on 

covering the factual information that students easily forget. Teachers should use facts and 

topics as tools to transfer their students to deeper understanding of the bigger ideas and 

concepts. The concept of Structure of Knowledge allows teachers to test students’ factual 

information and meet the required curriculum, as well as lead them beyond the facts and 

develop their students’ intellects.  Students need to know that learning only facts does not 

promote true learning and thinking because facts are locked in time and place, but 

learning general concepts helps learners carry knowledge from place to place over time 

(Erickson &Tomlinson, 2007).  
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Inquiry is Problem Posing and Problem Solving 

Posing questions to solve in the classroom is not an easy process; it takes time to 

figure out the real problem that students want to investigate. Students will not be able to 

investigate a question and engage in the research process without having an interest in the 

subject or without background experience about it. However, there are different types of 

problem posing and problem solving immersed in students’ life interests.   

To pose inquiry questions in the classroom, teachers need to distinguish between 

the three types of inquiry, Personal, Collaborative, and Guided (Short, 2009). Personal 

inquiry involves the student as both the problem poser and the problem solver in pursuing 

personal interests that are not the focus of the classroom topic. Students are welcome to 

do independent reading or workshops to find answers for their personal issues. In Guided 

inquiry, the teacher is the poser and the students are the solvers. Teachers use strategies 

to assess students’ needs. For example, if the students need to work on developing their 

reading abilities, the teacher might create a group reading to invite students to work 

actively in a meaningful process to make sure they understand the problem and have time 

to successfully solve the inquiry question. The third kind of inquiry, Collaborative 

inquiry, engages both the students and the teachers in posing and solving problems; 

teachers guide the experiences and the materials as well as access their students’ 

understanding. Teachers negotiate the curriculum with the students rather than assign a 

curriculum to the students, which engages them all in the process and fosters an 

encouraging setting. The teacher’s role in this is to provide a space in the classroom for 

students to shift between Personal, Guided, and Collaborative inquiries (Short, 2009). 
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Collaboration 

Inquiry is based on the social constructivist belief that understanding is 

constructed in the process of people working together to solve the problems that arise in 

the course of shared engagement. Many educators advocate that we create and recreate 

knowledge through the discourse we have with other people as we do things together 

(Wells, 2000). From this perspective, there are three ways to produce knowledge: it is a 

fundamental part of "doing things", it is created between people, and it occurs in their 

collaborative meaning-making through discourse (Wells, 2000).   

Community of practice. Inquiry is how children and adults naturally learn in life 

inside and outside of the school setting due to our innate curiosity about learning new 

things. Once we understand inquiry as a natural process of learning, we can engage in the 

more difficult task of creating learning environments with which we can engage the 

learner. A stance of inquiry invites students to mix knowledge from school and from 

outside school to learn new things.  

Inquiry goes beyond cooperation to collaboration when students think together, 

work together and talk together to develop their ideas about a topic. Many scholars argue 

that students learn more while they live in a community of practice where members work 

together to understand issues. Lave and Wenger (1991) argue that learning is not a 

separate and independent activity, but an integral aspect of participation in any 

"community of practice". We as learners learn many things through our lives as we are 

confronted with different situations and engage in different everyday activities; however, 

these situations become an essential part of our learning development.   

Bruner’s role of the teacher. Bruner (1966) believed that learners are able to 
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construct new knowledge based on their current or past knowledge. His view of the 

learning process is that it is an active process for all ages and in different stages of 

learning. This learning process should encompass the learner’s cognitive structure, the 

mental processes that give students the power to shape their experiences and make 

meaning from them. The cognitive structure allows the learner to rebuild the old, 

previous information and knowledge to construct new concepts. Bruner's (1966) theory 

of constructivism applies to the classroom, challenging traditional teacher-centered 

methods. It focuses on bringing student-centered methods into the classroom and 

encourages the transfer of expertise from the teacher to the students, as well as promotes 

discussions between all the classroom members. The teacher is more of a facilitator who 

coaches, mediates, prompts, and helps students develop and assess their understanding, 

and thereby their learning. Teachers using constructivism should encourage students to 

ask good questions and to know that the information they learn is not for memorization, 

but is dynamic. They need to be sure that students understand that the information they 

learn helps us understand and change our view of the world we live in and that we have 

the ability to adapt to these changes.  

Definition of Inquiry 

The professional literature is filled with scholarly advice regarding techniques for 

different kinds of instruction to facilitate learning, providing students with the 

information and tools they need to master a subject. Most of us consider teachers to be 

the most useful and valuable members of our learning environments. Teachers must have 

the ability and the freedom to adjust and tailor the curricula to meet and suit the students’ 

needs. From my investigation of the literature, the concept of inquiry has confused many 
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teachers who have never heard of it before. Thus, since this study investigates the Saudi 

female perspectives of teaching and learning experiences, it is important to clarify the 

powerful term, inquiry, since the educational arena defines this term, as does this study, 

by different definitions than are used in the academic worlds with which my participants 

are familiar, both in the United States and in Saudi Arabia.  

Inquiry 

Scholars have defined inquiry differently in the literature, but all of the definitions 

have the same purpose, which is to improve the quality of learning. John Dewey, one of 

the central philosophers in the education arena, had ideas deeply rooted in the inquiry 

process and believed that the most important element of students’ learning occurs when 

their experience leads them to take action. Dewey (1938) defined the meaning of inquiry 

as “Inquiry is the controlled or directed transformation of an indeterminate situation into 

one that is so determinate in its constituents distinctions and relations as to convert the 

elements of the original situation into a unified whole” (p. 108).  

Other scholars explain inquiry as based on student’s curiosity about learning new 

things through searching to find the answer for their needs. Wells (2000) argues, “Inquiry 

is as much about being open to wondering and puzzlement and trying to construct and 

test explanations of the phenomena that evoked those feelings as it is about mastering any 

particular body of information, although, of course, the two facets of inquiry are 

ultimately interdependent” (p. 10).  

Other scholars define inquiry as a process that takes students to a deeper level of 

understanding and going behind the small ideas often explained in the classroom. Short 

(2009) defines inquiry as “a collaborative process of connecting and reaching beyond 
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current understandings to explore tensions significant to the learner” (p.12). Abrams, 

Southerland and Evans (2007) define inquiry as “a complex set of ideas, beliefs, skills, 

and/or pedagogies. Selecting a single definition of inquiry in the classroom as the one 

science educators and teachers would use would reflect the thinking of a particular school 

of thought, at a particular moment in time, or a particular goal, and such a singular 

definition may serve to limit legitimate and necessary components of science learning” 

(p.6).  

After considering all these definitions, I have come to define inquiry as largely 

focused on the learner and involving him/her in the learning process to build 

understanding, to increase learning engagement, to gain new information, and to go 

beyond the concept of learning in school to becoming a life-long learner. In addition, the 

experiences that students acquire through the inquiry process will travel with them for 

their entire lifetimes outside of school, something that would not occur from engaging in 

the activities of other teaching approaches.  

Inquiry is not a teacher-directed method based on teacher planning and control; it 

is a chance for students to contribute to their education by asking questions in order to 

gain a deeper understanding of a topic and get the big idea behind it. Moreover, inquiry 

requires students to work through problems together and, by virtue of the process of 

inquiry, they gain new insights about the world and become good citizens and better 

human beings.  

Inquiry- Based Curriculum 

Most educators recommend that teachers and students work together as partners, 

helping each other to reach the point of teaching and learning together in a new age of 
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dynamic learning through experiencing, communicating, sharing and discussing with 

others in safe and secure environments. Thus, for the teacher to have the power and 

enthusiasm to change and adapt curriculum, he/she will need to understand the basics of 

curriculum and to be able to produce a new one. Eventually, inquiry will assist educators 

in modifying their practices in the classroom. 

Community of Inquiry  

Vygotsky (1987) suggested that understanding new information will not be the 

only end, but that understanding will continue to grow as it is used in practical 

engagement in the real world.  The Vygotskian theory of learning and development also 

serves teachers in the community of inquiry by providing them with various tools to use 

in their classroom activities. Teachers use a social constructivist framework when they 

help their students expand productive ideas to convey outside the school setting to their 

social community.  

Gordon Wells (2000) explained many aspects of Vygotsky’s theories in his study 

about the community of inquiry, which happens to be very similar to my topic about an 

inquiry approach in the classroom, although Wells used it in the broader context of 

society, while I want to implement it in a narrower context, the classroom. Thus, I am 

applying Vygotsky’s theory, assisted by Wells, to support the practice of educational 

inquiry in the classroom setting to improve students’ learning development. Wells (2000) 

argued that a community of inquiry can include: 

• Engagements that involve students by giving them different functions through 

purposeful participation in activities that have real meaning and impact each 

student’s individual identity.  
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• Engagements that involve students in deep thinking through their participation in 

discussion, research and discovery with peers in the common achievement of 

goals, which develops collaborative community. 

• Engagements that create a long-term curriculum that is not limited to classroom 

purposes, but gives students keys to engage with their wider world and to be 

inquirers in their social lives.  

• Engagements that are creative, diverse and original because students need to build 

upon their previous individual experiences and to create new possibilities to solve 

problems they are interested in. Teachers use their students’ creativity to drive 

students to develop their learning strategies.  

Finally, a community of inquiry encourages students to work collaboratively, to 

create a rich and deep learning environment where that most of students can achieve and 

learn new things in deep way. Creating a community of inquiry around students and 

sharing ideas with them will lead the class to raise problems as well as to think deeply. 

Instilling these skills in students will encourage them to take action in their community, 

changing it for the better and accepting different opportunities to develop their critical 

thinking. 

Benefits of Inquiry   

We live in a dynamic world that changes every moment, which leads researchers 

in the educational realm to encourage teachers to teach students to think critically about 

the global world that we live in. The most important job of educators and teachers is to 

prepare students to understand this complex, dynamic life and to aid students to learn 

how to adjust to and be creative in this world. Although schools and teachers cannot 
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possibly provide students with each and every skill that they need to know, they are able 

to afford students the critical keys to ongoing learning processes. 

The central benefit of using inquiry in the classroom is its flexibility. Teachers 

can implement inquiry in different disciplinary subjects across a curriculum because it is 

an appropriate stance, unlike more particular teaching methods. The main goal of inquiry 

is to involve students in testing hypotheses and planning and monitoring investigations. 

Alongside inquiry, engagement is a knowledge process in which students are expected to 

develop conceptual understanding and critical thinking strategies. Thus, the inquiry 

approach could be used in shared experience of team projects or in individual exploration 

(Lee, 2011). 

The second benefit of implementing inquiry in the classroom is that it connects all 

activities, which impacts the students’ learning development by providing them with the 

background information they may need to engage. However, the connections between the 

activities are not visible in other teaching methods, which creates a lot of confusion for 

students and makes it difficult for teachers to manage and organize engaging in the 

classroom in different subjects.  Moreover, most teachers force-deliver content to 

students in the school context without attempting to transfer this information outside of 

school life. Students nowadays need to learn the conceptual ideas of a topic based on 

different situations with respect to applying content to their lives outside of school. 

Students want to engage their learning processes and to take action in order to hear their 

voices both inside and outside school. Also, learning through inquiry can lead students to 

other subjects through their own active investigation process. 
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The third advantage of implementing inquiry in the classroom is that it is 

connected to the real world. The benefit of applying a conceptual framework is that it 

supports the students’ learning progress by allowing them to develop valuable problem-

solving skills. Through engaging in activities making observations, collecting, analyzing, 

and producing information, students will encounter real-life situations at school which 

will develop strategies they need to be successful in the future at work. The multiple 

strategies that students gain from inquiry engagement build confidence to know where 

and how to get necessary information as needed.  

The fourth advantage of an inquiry approach is that it is an inspiring process for 

most students. Inquiry encourages them to be involved in asking questions in their lives 

outside of the school setting as well as to take ownership of their learning. In other words, 

implementing the inquiry process can be useful not only in the life of education and 

teaching, but also in the ordinary life that each personally lives, which makes for lifelong 

learners. This will improve students’ learning and foster inspired thinkers who use the 

strategies they used in inquiry in a variety of contexts. A powerful inquiry question 

should be significant to the discipline and connect students to the world beyond the 

school, while also honoring the outcomes within the program of study (Lee, 2011). 

Thomas (2000) summarizes criteria that distinguish inquiry as project-based 

learning: projects are central, not peripheral, to the curriculum, projects are a major 

component of the experience, projects are focused on questions that drive students to 

explore and learn the knowledge of a discipline, projects involve students in constructive 

investigation, transformation to new knowledge and new understanding, and projects are 

student-driven (Helm, 2014, p. 29).   
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Curriculum Framework for Inquiry 

Many educators think that inquiry is putting their philosophy and beliefs into 

practice in their classroom. However, inquiry is an interwoven process, not formally 

starting with any point except building on students’ previous experiences. Inquiry is the 

process that will leave the classroom with the students to be with them in their actual 

lives by creating life-long learners. Inquiry exposes students to different perspectives 

about a subject they have examined and deepens their thinking about it, which is why 

inquiry can be used in interdisciplinary.  

There are many strategies to assist teachers in applying inquiry to the diverse 

subjects in their classrooms. The most important concept for teachers to grasp is that 

there is no correct or typical design when implementing inquiry in the classroom; 

teachers’ beliefs and their situations will lead them to select the best options for their 

students. However, in any inquiry framework, it is vital for teachers to keep in mind that 

the inquiry method is student-centered; they must not attempt to control the process, but 

rather to give students the chance to think and work. I provide examples of two inquiry 

frameworks that would be fruitful and productive for teachers and learners in any level of 

schooling.  

The inquiry cycle as a framework. Short (2009) stated that the inquiry cycle is a 

framework that allows students to go back and forth with inquiry processes within units 

based on students’ life experiences and understanding. Everything begins with 

Connection. Teachers should start with “why” instead of “what” to give students time to 

understand the big ideas of the conceptual frame. For example, teachers might engage 

students with a topic based on their life experiences by reading books aloud to them, 
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starting a discussion, making conversation, telling stories and browsing books. The 

students could list ideas for future discussion about the topic to bring up in their small 

groups. Then they meet in small groups to help them define the issues that surround the 

topic and to understand the conceptual frame deeply, as well as to connect these issues to 

their life experiences. 

During Invitation, teachers invite students to expand and promote their 

understanding, experiences and perspectives in order to get more insight and a deeper 

understanding of the topic, understanding that goes beyond their life experience (Short, 

2009). The invitation is often more teacher-guided because the teacher needs to help the 

students focus on the topic by presenting them with materials and resources and to 

provide particular lines of inquiry on which the students can focus to help develop 

students’ understanding and raise their tension. They gain knowledge from these 

invitations that provide the basis for raising tensions for their own investigations.   

There are many engagements that teachers can choose, but the focus is to select 

the most significant lines of inquiry and the conceptual frame, instead of covering the 

content. For example, teachers could engage students with conversation and observation 

of what is in their lives today and in providing them with historical information; starting 

with the present has more impact on students’ understanding than starting from the past. 

Teachers should carefully select books to read aloud to students, novels, stories, picture 

books and informational books would also help them understand the topic, and there are 

good resources from Internet websites about global issues that might get students 

interested in their discussion time with each other after searching and reading the books. 
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Teachers must select the books carefully to make sure that students focus on the 

conceptual frame and do not lose their connection and attention.    

Tension needs careful attention from the teacher to notice if the students start to 

wonder and have independent thoughts and questions about the topic in order to move the 

inquiry from teacher-guided to student-driven (Short, 2009). Teachers need to keep this 

on track by daily writing about students’ tensions on a chart in the classroom to keep 

them focused and to lead them to work in small groups to web their understandings and 

tensions.  The chart illustrates the areas that the students are most interested in 

investigating locally and globally. Students might investigate through taking action in 

order to meet their interests, hence teachers need to determine if it would benefit the 

students to do action or to move on to other important aspects for investigation.  

Investigation moves students to problem solving and in-depth investigation by 

working together in partners or in small groups in which they help each other in dialogue 

and research their topics (Short, 2009). The teacher’s role is important because tension 

might take some time, so the teacher needs to guide student investigation to unpacking 

complexity, rather than developing simple solutions to complex problems. Also, it is 

important to focus on what compels students, therefore each classroom should have a 

different investigation focus or it becomes a teacher-guided project, rather than a 

collaborative inquiry. It is important for teachers to plan a structure for the students, to 

support and organize their investigations by helping the students to ask questions, but not 

to choose or determine the focus of the students’ investigation. Students might go back to 

their brainstorming and discuss an important topic that they recognize works for their 
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context. The students might choose one or two problems and share them with the whole 

class in discussion and then take action.  

During Demonstration, the teacher’s role moves from offering investigation to 

supporting students’ investigation through their demonstrations. Teachers respond to 

students’ needs by helping students with possibilities rather than modeling what they 

must do (Short, 2009). Some possible demonstrations would be providing research 

strategies and tools, taking notes, doing Internet research or skimming to locate 

information. 

Re-vision provides students with time to reflect on their learning processes on the 

topic (Short, 2009). We do not need students to show us the understanding of their 

learning, but we want to be sure they engage themselves in the learning process by 

making connections between the ideas of their topics and their thinking in order to create 

a new unity or vision of the understanding to guide their inquiry. Students may engage in 

learning logs or on small group webs to re-vision their understanding.  

Representation involves students pulling together learning and taking public 

stands about what they have learned (Short, 2009). The public representation supports 

students’ learning and gives them feedback about where they need to learn more. There 

are different forms through which they can engage with the public, such as reports, skits, 

murals, posters, and formal letters with signed petitions. It is important to recognize that 

each classroom needs to have a different form of representation from the others. 

In Valuation, students consider what is important about what they have learned 

and how valuable it is to them and to the world around them (Short, 2009). These new 
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insights would come from their public representations and their meetings with others in 

public. 

All inquiry should end with Action to address the “So what” question. For 

example, what difference does this study make in the broader context of the inquiry and 

in the world? What new things did the learners learn and develop in their study? 

Figure 1: The inquiry cycle (Short & Harsto, 2002). 

 

 

An inquiry approach to curriculum. Wells (2001) and his colleagues 

researched to construct a generalized model for planning whole class units of study. This 

model of an inquiry-oriented curriculum clearly shows the key components of organized 

inquiry and suggests the relationships between them. This model can be used as tool for 
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thinking, rather than as a blueprint for action.  

 The model starts with the Launch of a theme or topic that the students in the class 

should be interested in investigating (Wells, 2001). The goal of the launch component, is 

to present the theme in a way that produces interest and provides a challenge that can be 

taken up in a variety of ways, according to students' interests and abilities.  

The next two components, Research and Interpret, work together (Wells, 2001). 

Research is used to create evidence to answer the question through practical 

investigations of various kinds and from consulting relevant sources, such as maps, 

photographs, historical documents, as well as encyclopedias and other works of 

reference. The Interpret component evaluates the evidence related to the question. These 

two components stand in a reciprocal relationship to each other and to the question under 

investigation. However, through the process of evaluating the evidence, the question 

might be explained or revised. Conversely, interpreting the evidence in the light of the 

question will often show that more accurate or different evidence is required in order to 

make progress toward an answer. During these two components, there might be several 

cycles that take place before conclusions can be drawn.  

The forth component is the Presentation (Wells, 2001).  This process is about 

explaining the results to others who are interested, but less well informed. In presenting, 

the students might go back to the research-interpret cycle in order to clarify details or to 

fill in gaps that have become apparent. The goal of the presentation, or it might be called 

a discussion or a reflection, would be to receive constructive feedback from peers and the 

teacher and to develop understanding of the overall theme by the class as a whole. It is 

significant to engage in such reflective discussions at the end of a unit in order to make 
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connections both within and beyond the theme, to attempt to resolve any conflicting 

perspectives, and to note further questions for investigation. 

 

Figure 2: Model of an inquiry approach to curriculum (Well, 2001). 

 

Important components of inquiry framework. In each inquiry framework or 

cycle there are basic components that teachers must include to create an inquiry 

environment in their classroom; from the sum of literature I have recorded the 

components of inquiry that are shared in different resources. These are Questioning, 

Planning and Predicting, Investigating, Recording and Reporting, and finally, Reflecting 

(Fahey, 2012; Helm, 2014; Katz & Chard, 2000).    

 The first process of inquiry is Questioning. The teacher works in the beginning of 

the inquiry process to facilitate students’ developing questions about an interesting topic 

that grasps their attention. In particular, the teacher works to connect the topic with 
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information that the students already know and encourages them to formulate their own 

questions about the topic. The objective of this step is to motivate student interest in the 

topic for exploration and to provide students with particular knowledge in order for them 

to get experience with and understanding of the topic. 

The second process is Planning and Predicting. After putting together a list of all 

the questions that students conceive about a specific topic, they divide into groups based 

on which questions interest them the most. Once in groups, they create a plan for 

investigating their questions as well as predict what they think the results of their 

investigation will be. 

Investigating is the third process in inquiry. The students work in their groups to 

analyze and to describe findings from their investigation process through reading or 

searching for information on the Internet. It is crucial to give students enough time to 

complete their investigations.  

Then in the fourth process, students Record and Report their findings to the whole 

class. They write down the information they found and what they have noticed about 

their topic and share it with the class in a variety of ways.  

Reflecting is the final process of inquiry. The students reflect on what they have 

learned and revisit the topic by asking new questions for new discovery. Repeating these 

five process of inquiry allows students to be active researchers, writers, and participants 

in the classroom. 

Role of the Teacher 

Contrary to what some critics understand, inquiry is not an unstructured teaching 

approach; it is merely structured differently than the traditional classroom. Structure is 
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there even when students change direction in their learning process. Often, a group of 

students will take on different questions to investigate. Inquiry does require active 

planning and preparation from the teacher and requires that the teacher understand that 

he/she is playing a different role in the learning process than in a traditional classroom. 

Most scholars, including Dewey and Vygotsky, insist that it is important that the teacher 

become a co-learner with students and provide guidance to the project organization and 

support learning by providing materials and engagement activities based on their first 

hand experiences (Helm, 2014).  

Teachers using an inquiry approach must recognize that their job in the process is 

to be a facilitator, a guide, and a partner with students, leading them to questions they 

want to investigate. This approach is not teacher-directed or teacher-controlled but it is 

teacher-guided, though driven by what fascinates students. Teachers contribute open-

ended questions to create and sharpen students’ curiosity about a specific topic. Once 

students take the stage and prepare their questions to research, the teacher takes a 

different position. The teacher then assists students, keeps them focused on the task, 

monitors their research and their activities, and manages them.  The teachers need to be 

aware of the time, they must also allow students the necessary time to investigate, they 

must encourage discussion in the classroom between students, and they must allow 

students to make mistakes, revise, re-analyze, and rethink their findings. 

The inquiry process does take a lot of time, particularly if students are unfamiliar 

with the topic. Students are often more comfortable with teacher-directed methods that 

require memorizing and presenting information for evaluation in an exam, while the 

inquiry process requires more classroom participation and group discussions to teach. 
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The classroom becomes more dynamic as the interplay between instructor and students 

moves to higher level thinking strategies and deeper understanding. Therefore, teachers 

must prepare appropriate questions and answers for students wondering about the inquiry 

to lead them efficiently and powerfully to knowledge. Hmelo-Silver, Duncan and Chinn 

(2007) argue that, “Teachers play a significant role in scaffolding mindful and productive 

engagement with the task, tools, and peers. They guide students in the learning process, 

pushing them to think deeply, and model the kinds of questions that students need to be 

asking themselves, thus forming a cognitive apprenticeship” (p.101).  

Finally, the teacher’s role could be described as teaching students to have a better 

understanding of the world in which they work, communicate, learn, and live. The 

teacher’s work in the classroom could be interpreted as promoting and motivating 

students’ learning strategies by offering different techniques of viewing the world, and 

how to deal successfully with the new phenomena they will encounter in daily life. Lee 

(2011) argues, “The goal of inquiry teaching is to produce inquiry learning in students 

because inquiry learning is both an important science skill and an effective means by 

which students can make their learning their own” (p.12).  

Teacher Preparation 

This literature review is designed to discuss the significant areas in teacher 

preparation programs that will develop teacher strategies in teaching, and how pre-service 

teachers’ experiences in their preparation programs impact their teaching practice and 

knowledge related to teaching.  These experiences in learning aim to promote and 

empower student teachers to advance their teaching skills and to increase their 

pedagogical knowledge to be effective teachers that make a difference in students’ 
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learning.  

Definition of Teacher Preparation 

Teacher preparation programs are based on the objective of employing a good 

program of learning and field experiences, and connecting pre-service teachers with 

educational and teaching pedagogies to update them with recent teaching practice in their 

field. “A student teacher is a student learning to teach by applying his/her own learning 

approach as well as developing his/her conceptions of teaching as preparation for 

becoming a teacher” (Cheng, Tang & Cheng, 2016, p.2). Another study explains the 

meaning of teacher education program argue “Teacher education refers to educating 

professional teachers in four-year colleges and universities” (Zhu, & Han, 2006, p.7). 

 Boe, Shin, and Cook (2007) defined three kinds of teacher preparation in 

pedagogy and practice teaching. In Extensive Teacher Preparation programs, teachers 

complete ten weeks of practice teaching. In Some Teacher Preparation programs, 

teachers complete 5 to 9 weeks of practice teaching. All other programs fall into the Little 

or No Teacher Preparation programs, in which teachers begin teaching with little, if any 

practice teaching (p.3).  

Teacher preparation programs have the objective of developing student teachers 

by providing them with needed tools for becoming knowledgeable teachers. Teacher 

preparation programs impact the relationships between teachers’ preparation and their 

effectiveness with students because many studies (Hammond, Chung & Frelow, 2002) 

assert that teachers who have more professional preparation and experience in teaching 

have fewer difficulties in facing classroom problems than these who have less preparation 

and teaching experience. Zhu, and Han (2006) mention that China has taken several steps 
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to effectively create teachers’ professional development certification to help pre-service 

teachers acquire the needed skills for the new generation. Nuangchalerm and Prachagool 

(2010) explain that if teacher preparation programs routinely make decisions regarding 

the best pedagogical methods and professional practices from field experience studies, 

they can alter students’ understandings about academic content and teaching practice. 

Teaching Practice Experience 

Pre-service teachers should spend time experiencing teaching while they are 

students, which will help them tremendously during their first year of teaching. 

According to Boe, et al. (2007) eight weeks of practice teaching is about the minimum 

that member colleges require in their teacher preparation programs, as indicated by the 

American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education. These teaching experiences 

will profoundly influence how teachers acquire classroom practice skills and how they 

transfer what they have learned as students into their classrooms. In addition, student 

teachers will be exposed to different resources about learning styles and approaches while 

they interact with students.  

Cheng, Tang and Cheng (2016) did a four-year longitudinal study in Hong Kong 

to examine student teachers’ changing conceptions of teaching and learning approaches 

throughout their undergraduate program. The findings reveal that the student teachers 

who had deeply engaged in training experiences were more apt to combine their 

constructivist conceptions of teaching in more student-centered approaches, while those 

who had engaged in less practice teaching would separate their teaching practices from 

the knowledge learned, and even be unaware of this segregation. Also, Hammond, Chung 

and Frelow (2002) examined data from a 1998 survey of around 3000 beginning teachers 
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in New York City regarding their opinions about their preparation programs, their beliefs 

and practice, and their plans to remain in teaching. They pointed out that teachers who 

were prepared in teacher education programs were more highly confident and prepared 

across most dimensions of teaching than those who entered teaching through alternative 

programs or without any preparation. The last study, done by Boe, et al. (2007), was built 

on separate data from a schools and staffing survey of beginning teachers in both special 

and general education. The study showed that teachers with extensive preparation in 

pedagogy and practice teaching were more effective than teachers who were in some 

preparation or no preparation programs. They reported that well prepared teachers were 

proficient in teaching subject matters and well prepared with respect to pedagogical 

skills. 

 From these studies, it seems significant that the most important element in 

preparing teachers for the classroom is having student teachers practice their teaching in 

school environments. Practicing teaching allows student teachers to encounter real and 

complicated learning situations. During the teaching practice period, student teachers are 

exposed to many school experiences, such as meeting different types of learners, which 

lets them implement their background knowledge of teaching theories in their classroom. 

Student teachers will either change their minds about teaching or strengthen their 

convictions about choosing the teaching profession while they go through the experience, 

because they will be building beneficial and practical knowledge by actually working in 

schools.  

These experiences for student teachers requires access to schools, which raises the 

concern that not all schools welcome student teachers. There are some situations where 
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pre-service teachers cannot find good schools in which to practice teaching. Furthermore, 

some in-service teachers do not cooperate with student teachers and they ignore the rules 

of preparation programs. Thus, preparation programs’ instructors must think of other 

avenues to provide students teachers with adequate teaching experiences. 

Darling-Hammond (2006) advocated that pre-service teachers take experiences 

courses to apply what they learn from teaching theory to their teaching practice. 

However, she asserted that universities have to build good relationships with schools in 

order to accomplish the goal of getting pre-service teachers into schools to practice 

teaching. Moreover, teacher preparation would not be considered fruitful unless student 

teachers go to teach in schools. Nuangchalerm and Prachagool (2010) mention that pre-

service teachers reflect the working behavior of the cooperating teacher. Student teachers 

understand that in-service teachers can help them learn teaching and classroom skills, but 

they cannot be sure that they will find a cooperating teacher who shares their ideas about 

teaching practice. Thus, both studies were concerned about the importance of modifying 

the content in courses by creating a positive relationship between universities and 

schools. Pre-service teachers need to be placed in teaching practices where they can 

engage with students and teachers who have teaching experience.  

Teaching programs should look for supportive and collaborative schools that are 

enthusiastic about student teachers gaining experience in their school. It is impossible to 

prepare pre-service teachers to teach powerfully and effectively without letting them go 

into a school setting; but if the area schools do not accept them, the programs’ instructors 

should think of other methods to provide student teachers with teaching experience. For 

example, reflecting after observing other teachers teaching, watching videos, engaging in 
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active research, and analyzing teaching are all possible strategies to engage student 

teachers with teaching strategies and practice, which would also help them link 

educational theory with their personal learning experience, and would be a substitute for 

actually teaching in schools. Moreover, such activities would create a natural learning 

environment in the classroom that would help student teachers to discuss and think 

together with others in order to increase possibilities and see teaching in a broader 

theoretical perspective, a positive environment for student teachers to duplicate in their 

own classrooms. 

 Ulvik and Riese (2016) discussed a case study about the importance of action 

research as a tool in professional development in pre-service teacher programs for 

secondary school teachers in Norway. Their study indicates that most student teachers 

started with challenges, but at the end of the program, the majority had experienced a 

positive outcome. They assert that to ensure that action research functions as a tool for 

professional development, professors have to give student teachers enough time and 

space to reflect in depth. Also, they point out that teacher-educators can learn about 

facilitating and leading from the experiences they have as student teachers. Familiarizing 

student teachers with research and linking theory and practice seems to need specific 

attention, even after completing an action research project.  Moreover, letting student 

teachers reflect on their action research steers them to develop their practical and 

theoretical understanding in a way that gives their experiences transfer value.  

Another study done by Hiebert, Morris, Berk and Jansen (2007) also supports and 

agrees with this perspective. It introduces a framework for teacher preparation programs 

that aims to help student teachers learn how to teach from analyzing teaching. They 
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designed this framework based on their interest in four skills rooted in the daily activity 

of teaching. The four skills are (a) setting learning goals for students, (b) assessing 

whether the goals are being achieved during the lesson, (c) specifying hypotheses for why 

the lesson did or did not work well, and (d) using the hypotheses to revise the lesson 

(p.5). They suggest that student teachers can acquire these skills through analyzing 

teaching because when the student teacher engages and focuses on analyzing teaching, 

the knowledge and skills that enable her to develop and test hypotheses related to 

teaching and learning are enhanced. They believe that analyzing teaching is a collection 

of dispositions, knowledge, and reasoning skills that keep teachers effective over time.  

These studies clearly open other powerful tools and options for developing 

student teachers' learning through engaging them in action research, writing reflections 

and analyzing teaching. These tools are both feasible and successful. Pre-service teachers 

remember the experiences because they stay focused on the learning goal, judge if it is 

adequate for the learning topic, and pay attention to teachers’ skills and how they 

cooperate with students and what knowledge about the subject matter the teachers 

convey. Reflecting and analyzing teaching actions of other teachers seems to help student 

teachers develop their practical and theoretical understanding in a way that gives their 

experiences more value. Reflecting and analyzing also generate student teachers’ skills 

and enable them to participate in the process of gathering knowledge to inform their 

practice. 

To sum up, offering student teachers teaching experience increases their 

understanding of teaching theories. The abovementioned studies believe in the advantage 

of involving student teachers with teaching opportunities to support them acquiring 
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needed skills. No matter how many teaching courses pre-service teachers study in their 

preparation programs, they will not be as effective in preparation for the classroom as 

actually teaching in a classroom is. However, other studies such as Darling-Hammond 

(2006) and Nuangchalerm and Prachagool (2010) demonstrate that if a student teacher 

does not have the opportunity to enter real school settings for whatever reason, professors 

in their program should think of other possible teaching opportunities.  

Teachers’ Beliefs About Knowledge, Teaching and Learning 

Pre-service teachers hold beliefs about teaching from their previous experiences 

when they were students. Their teaching beliefs will change and grow when they are 

exposed to new environments with new lenses. Student teachers will create their beliefs 

about knowledge, teaching and learning, building upon these new experiences. Finally, 

real teaching opportunities allow student teachers to practice teaching processes without 

limitations. Their mind and body interact within a simulated environment and they are 

able to act like a teacher and work within a social and collaborative environment in a 

school. Thus, the amount of teaching practice a student teacher acquires is highly 

associated with their sense of teaching efficacy, their sense of responsibility for student 

learning, and their plans to remain in teaching (Hammond et al., 2002; Nuangchalerm, 

&Prachagool, 2010).  

Chai, Wong and Teo (2011) designed a qualitative study on the epistemological 

beliefs of seven pre-service teachers, their beliefs about learning and teaching. They 

found out that the teachers’ beliefs about learning were associated with their 

epistemological beliefs, while their beliefs about teaching shifted with their 

epistemological beliefs. Gowrie and Ramdass (2012) examined a four-year data period at 
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the University of Trinidad and Tobago. Their intention was to indicate changes in pre-

service teachers’ beliefs, expectations and other teacher preparation issues. They 

interviewed 36 pre-service teachers at the beginning of their preparation program and at 

the end of their study. Their findings illustrated that there were changes in pre-service 

teachers’ beliefs and expectations and other preparation issues.  

Hollins (2011) designed a learning approach where student teachers can develop 

their learning and teaching strategies and skills by engaging them in what she calls 

“Practice-Based Teacher Preparation”, based on the concept of providing high quality 

teaching based on a constructivist-sociocultural perspective with an emphasis on focused 

inquiry, directed observation, and guided practice as epistemic practices for facilitating 

learning to teach. She believed that these processes of planning, enacting, interpreting, 

translating, planning, and (re)-enacting are essential for engaging in quality teaching and 

are the essence of guided practice in learning to teach. In Hollins (2011) designing is 

divided to three processes: focused inquiry, directed observation, and guided inquiry. The 

design claims that pre-service teachers will learn to take different social perspectives, 

different theoretical perspectives, and different philosophical positions (p.9). Moreover, 

these processes will prepare pre-service teachers to develop standards of practice for 

developing appropriate and meaningful opportunities for learning, developing appropriate 

approaches for assessing learner progress in meeting expected learning outcomes, and 

determining what counts as evidence for learning.  

Overall, the knowledge gathered from these studies reveals that student teachers’ 

teaching practices spring from their understanding of teaching theory and their personal 

beliefs about teaching. The intention of the study by Gowrie and Ramdass (2012) was to 
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uncover the values that the teachers wanted students to learn and to adopt from their 

classroom management and creative activities, which values the teachers’ attitude and 

treatment presented in their classrooms and in their teaching style, and if they encouraged 

students to follow these values in their everyday life professionally or socially and in how 

they related to school rules.  

Most student teachers, regardless of their particular teaching program, have 

minimal teaching skills and little background in the theories of teaching, sociology, 

education, or other academic disciplines when they enter their preparation program. Most 

of the teachers linked how much they valued education to their personal values, based on 

their own childhood, their experiences as children and adults or their interactions with 

other people in society. However, studies demonstrate that some preparation programs 

can develop and improve their teaching skills (Tang, Wong & Cheng 2012; Hammond, et 

al., 2002; Chai, Wong & Teo, 2011). 

Dickson and Kadbey (2014) explored the schooling experiences of first and fourth 

year pre-service teachers in a United Arab Emirates (UAE) training college. The goal of 

the study was to compare student teachers teaching and learning experiences for 

differences due to educational reforms in the UAE. They required teachers to learn the 

inquiry-based learning approach in order to implement the curriculum effectively, and 

explored the ways in which these experiences influenced the kind of teachers they 

became. The study indicated that Emirati pre-service teachers had few role models of the 

kind of teacher they were required to be when they became classroom teachers 

themselves.  

Tang, Wong and Cheng (2012) observed that students who were taught in 
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traditional schools that used a teacher-centered approach all of their lives, from K to 12, 

might not be comfortable with their modern learning experiences and that they tended to 

adopt a mix of traditional and modern teaching methods, such as student–centered 

approaches, when they became teachers. Also, student teachers’ beliefs about teaching, 

learning and knowledge acquisition are based on their first-hand experiences and what 

they learned in their coursework. From student reports, they found that student teachers 

obtained their first-hand experience in constructivist learning from professors who taught 

them about the significance of changing their way of teaching and used enhanced 

teaching strategies in the classroom. In relation to the informal and hidden curriculum, 

the students’ interview data showed that coursework and fieldwork gave them the 

experience of learning through social interaction and the classroom learning environment. 

In addition, the students agreed that the informal and hidden curriculum of their field 

experience learning overseas positively supported the constructivist conception of 

teaching and learning. These studies support that student teachers engage in meaningful 

learning experiences in their teaching training experience. Most student teachers are 

exposed to a variety of teaching methods in their first year and have opportunities to 

implement them after gaining confidence in their understanding. Thus, it is clear that 

student teachers can be an excellent resource in relation to improving pedagogy and 

learning. We need to support students cooperating with teachers to develop positive self-

images as learners. Moreover, a mutually respectful relationship grows between students 

and teachers through powerful authenticity and credible engagement. 

These summary of literature is helpful in creating opportunity for teachers to 

begin outlining the power of starting fruitful pedagogical conversations between teachers 
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and students while keeping in mind that different interpretations will occur related to the 

inequity of background critical knowledge and ages between teachers and students. Thus 

any final decisions will still remain in the teachers’ hands. 

Teachers’ Pedagogical Knowledge on Teaching and Learning  

It is important for teachers to study pedagogical orientations, teaching 

competency and different student profiles because their professional development 

experiences impact their understanding of the different levels of the enactment process 

and the effective spread of a curricular innovation in their classroom (Schwarz, Gunckel, 

Smith, Covitt, Bae, Enfield, &Tsurusaki, 2008; Fisette, & Walton, 2015). Teacher 

pedagogical orientation is normally classified into two types: constructivist pedagogical 

orientation and traditional pedagogical orientation. The teacher’s role and belief in the 

constructivist-oriented class will be focused to value collaboration, learner autonomy, 

reflectivity and active engagement, where students usually have active interaction with 

teachers. On the other hand, the objectivist-oriented class is a more traditional class; the 

teacher’s role and beliefs will direct knowledge and communication from the teachers to 

the students. There are important elements that we must introduce to pre-service teachers 

in order to accomplish the goals of education. Boe et al. (2007) say, “U.S. Department of 

Education's (USDOE) emphasis on the preparation of teachers in content knowledge, and 

de-emphasis on pedagogy and teaching practicums, constitutes a major issue concerning 

how best to prepare a sufficient supply of highly qualified teachers” (p.1). Moreover, 

international studies share the same concerns about teacher preparation and are working 

to promote their programs (Nuangchalerm & Prachagool, 2010; Dwyer, 2016; Zhu, & 

Han, 2006). Thus, according to these studies some teacher training programs do not 
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prepare pre-service teachers for various situations, that they do not give them a solid 

background about common teaching practice and knowledge related to theories in 

education and teaching.  

Fisette and Walton (2015) discuss building a backdrop within education where 

teachers can utilize critical pedagogy to explain the hidden curriculum as well as to 

outline the students’ sense of self and represented identities. Engaged students can be 

inspired, enrich themselves, speak up and take action about issues and their 

understanding of social imbalances inside school communities. Their study takes place in 

the Midwest region of the United States at a girls’ high school, in Grades 10–12.  They 

investigated how these girls mediated and expressed identities as they joined a 

contributory activist research by becoming co–meaning makers and co-interpreters 

during the research process. Fisette, and Walton (2015) collected their qualitative 

research data in three stages of focus group interviews and field notes from observations. 

In the first stage (listening), the authors engaged in dialogue to get to know the students 

and to discover their sense of self and embodied identities. In the second stage 

(collaboration), the girls collaborated with an activist research project that allowed the 

girls to speak up and create their own engagement. In the third stage (leadership), 

participants associated their work with the social issues they encountered in high school 

and how these experiences impacted their expressed identities, which led them to develop 

Beautiful You and thus become agents of social change. Beautiful You is a program 

developed for girls to take action after studying specific topics in school.  

The outcomes of this study raise social issues that conflict with the educational 

system in most countries, not only in the U.S., where the study took place. Through the 
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study, the authors illustrated how these experiences impel the students to trust themselves 

to speak up and take action about social inequalities within schools. Since we live in a 

democratic community, students’ social and academic knowledge need to be supported in 

our schools.  At the same time, teachers need to address the hidden curriculum of social 

groupings and inequalities through critical pedagogy. Unfortunately, as seen in other 

research, many teachers in the study did not believe that it was their responsibility to 

shape the curriculum to address social and ethical issues. Thus, pre-service teachers 

should be trained in pedagogical background practices that expose the hidden curriculum 

as well as in the critical pedagogy that needs to be integrated throughout teacher 

education programs in all content areas. Moreover, it is important to provide teachers 

with information about cultural diversity in education preparation programs in order to 

give them the chance to transfer this knowledge into pedagogical content when they 

encounter students from different backgrounds to foster cultural awareness and embody 

identities in their hidden curriculum. The last point that this study aimed to explain is that 

teachers need to continue to strive to generate a secure environment, to listen to the 

student voice, to empower students with self-identity and to work cooperatively with 

students to be fruitful agents of change in our society.   

Most teachers depend on curriculum materials that are often of poor quality to 

guide their practice. Schwarz, Gunckel, Smith, Covitt, Bae, Enfield, and Tsurusaki (2008) 

provide a study that revealed that pre-service teachers need to learn how to modify 

curriculum materials for effective teaching. The authors examined three teacher educators 

who taught elementary science methods courses incorporating a major focus on 

curriculum analysis and modification based on Project 2061Instructional Analysis 
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Criteria. Their interview questions to these teachers were designed to elucidate what the 

pre-service teachers learned about analyzing, modifying, and enacting curriculum 

materials.  

These studies clearly demonstrate that students can be an excellent resource in 

relation to improving pedagogy and learning. The remarkable consequence is that 

educators need to know that a student-centered approach is integral to mobilizing the 

student voice as a rich and intelligent form of teacher accountability. We need to support 

students to cooperate with teachers to develop positive self-images as learners. Moreover, 

a mutually respectful relationship grows between students and teachers through powerful 

authenticity and credible engagement. However, the researcher indicated that even 

though it is not noticeable in the study, finding the student voice can be misappropriated, 

particularly when it is not well combined within the wider setting of the school or when it 

is not lead by the staff objective to correlate with the pragmatic goals of school values 

and development. 

Keddie (2014) proposed a study about the importance of student voice in 

developing the quality of teaching and learning. The study action was held in London at 

one of the largest and most diverse English secondary schools. The participants were 8th 

year students who observed classes and then provided feedback to teachers about their 

teaching practice. The study involved in-depth interviews with students and some of the 

school staff, but also observations of classroom and school practice/behavior. The first 

aim of this study was to assist student understanding of the teachers’ ability and to reflect 

about teaching and the learning process. The second aim of the study was to encourage 

cooperative work between students and teachers to improve teaching pedagogy and 
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relationships. The last aim of the study was to promote positive self-perception of the 

students as learners.  

Along with other researchers, Keddie (2014) advocates that involving students in 

decision-making in school will benefit the schools, teachers and the students themselves; 

connecting with the idea of living in a democratic environment in school will improve the 

outcome of education because everyone works together to improve the quality of learning 

and teaching. Moreover, the biggest advancement will take place in two areas; first, 

teachers will increase the quality of their teaching through ‘taking on board student input’ 

and second, students will enhance their understanding of ‘what teaching and learning are 

about’ and improve their learning and their abilities to communicate with adults. 

To sum up, this review of teacher preparation programs provides a big picture of 

how some current programs develop their student teachers. The main focus was on 

elements that provide feasible teaching skills and teaching strategies to enrich their 

background knowledge about teaching. These studies prove that letting prospective 

teachers enter teaching practice as much as they can help them link the pedagogical 

theory and content they learn in their education courses with their practice.  

Professional Development 

Many countries in the world have undertaken some form of curriculum reform 

over the past two decades to develop their curriculum and students’ achievement. 

However, there are few studies to support teachers in learning the new skills that new 

reforms require. Teachers have to work, adjust and develop new practices to their own 

situations (Girvan, Conneely, & Tangney, 2016; Avidov-Ungar, 2016; Meissel, Parr, 

&Timperley, 2016). This review discusses strategies for effective outcome professional 
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development (PD). Fruitful PD contains learning processes that allow teachers to be 

involved in collaborative processes with other educators and increase their critical 

thinking. Through these strategies, teachers will increase their understanding of other 

complicated conditions that influence all arenas of teaching. Moreover, this review 

describes the value of offering PD for teachers.   

Strategies for Effective Outcome Professional Development 

Literature reveals the high significance of using action research as a learning 

strategy in teacher development Desimone, (2009).  Many believe that, “Action research 

is a multi-faceted concept” (Hardy & Rönnerman, 2011, p.5). Action research encourages 

teachers to engage in learning environments based on the ongoing process of active work. 

Teachers become more self-confident in their capacity to promote student learning, 

become more aware of defining their concerns about their teaching practice, and finally, 

become able to understand and identify general aspects of education and not focus on 

only local aspects.  

  Hardy and Rönnerman (2011) examined the challenges of current approaches to 

Sweden's teachers’ Continuing Professional Development (CPD) within schooling 

systems. They argued that most teacher development approaches are simplistic models of 

teacher learning, often focused on specific state-sanctioned domains. Thus, they attempt 

to provide an alternative paradigm based on the practices and principles of participatory 

and collaborative action research. In their opinion, action research is not presented as a 

simplistic ‘method’ which can be ‘applied’ regardless of context, but is explicitly focused 

on situated, specific, local sites (p.1). They included some studies that provide evidence 

of how action research focuses on a broader conception of education, resulting not only 
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in much more sustained and substantive student learning, but also leading to improved 

outcomes on more standardized measures of student assessment.  

Desimone (2009) asserts that professional development should contain active 

learning as an important element because it will increase teacher knowledge and skills 

which will impact their practice, which drives to increase student achievement. Active 

learning is considered to be an opportunity for teachers to engage in an active learning 

process where they can discuss related issues with other educators. Active learning can be 

more powerful if it incorporates observing expert teachers or being observed, analyzing 

videos, giving feedback, and participating in group discussions.  

Šeďová, Sedláček and Švaříček (2016) examined the outcome of implementing 

dialogic teaching practice through action research in teacher development programs. 

Eight teachers in lower secondary schools engaged in this study for one-year. They used 

video recordings as a tool before and after the program to measure the change in 

classroom discourse. The results showed an improvement in student talk with reasoning, 

teachers' open questions of high cognitive demand, teacher uptake, and open discussion.  

Although the ultimate goal of dialogic teaching is the productive participation of 

students in classroom discourse, it is the teachers who create the conditions for this 

participation. Therefore, it is important to provide teachers with educational opportunities 

that will enable them to establish dialogic teaching in their classes (Šeďová, Sedláček & 

Švaříček, 2016). These studies provide their framework as an alternative solution for 

most of the current professional development methods currently used. Inserting action 

research as an important element in teacher development can generate more effective 

teaching practice because the teachers themselves are actively engaged in their own 
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learning. Moreover, reflection and analysis were new engagement strategies for teachers 

that perhaps they had not encountered when they were students themselves, nor seen in 

the teaching methods courses of their pre-service education. Moreover, teachers often do 

not get the kind of educational support that would allow them to implement student-

centered teaching strategies in their classrooms.  The objective of this study was to focus 

on classroom interaction as a way of developing their pedagogy which teachers 

investigate through reflection-on-action in order to understand their environment better. 

The process involves teachers analyzing brief episodes of classroom interaction as well 

(Slimani-Rolls &Kiely, 2014; Šeďová et al., 2016; Girvan et al., 2016). 

Slimani-Rolls and Kiely (2014) believe that giving teachers the chance to reflect 

and analyze their own interactions helps to change a person's perspective and prepares 

that person with a direction and a set of tools to continue to develop their practice is 

better than processes that have adopted a transformative technique or that train in new 

skills. In their data-based reflective practice, teachers not only reflect on effectiveness 

and self-efficacy, but examine their practice in interactive episodes where memory alone 

could not reveal the key meanings.  

Šeďová et al. (2016) used a video as an appropriate tool for teacher training to 

measure the teachers’ ability to understand the complexity of classrooms for later 

analysis. For this reason, video is an outstanding tool in any educational research. 

Slimani-Rolls and Kiely (2014) engaged the teachers in several workshops that included 

group discussions, documentation of lessons by means of video recordings and reflective 

interviews conducted between a researcher and a teacher in which video recordings of 



	

	

91	

individual lessons were discussed. Teachers were encouraged to apply knowledge from 

the workshop in their classrooms with their students.  

Girvan, Conneely, and Tangney (2016) implemented teachers’ self-reflections and 

observations as PD tools to demonstrate teachers’ experience in creating meaningful 

change in their classroom practice.  The result showed that teachers develop their 

classroom practice while they experiment, reflect and adapt new theories, practices and 

content they have been introduced to in their own professional context.  

Reflection on action as a key tool for professional development has seen 

substantial growth in recent years (Burke, 2013; Šeďová et al., 2016; Girvan et al., 2016), 

whether used as a tool for self-direction or developing understanding and practice 

through sharing experiences. For teachers within a single school, lesson study is one such 

collaborative approach about which there is a growing international literature. When 

teachers take ownership in the process of reflection and analyzing their interaction, they 

take steps toward change in their classroom practice and use scaffold strategies while 

they work in the professional development (Slimani-Rolls & Kiely, 2014). Analyzing 

their own video and reflecting upon it helps teachers to understand their teaching better, 

particularly in terms of the consequences of their actions on their students’ behaviors. 

Studies demonstrate that education reforms in many countries have been 

ineffective with little to no visible change in classrooms because of the lack of teachers’ 

involvement. They point out that providing teachers with collaborative community is 

valuable. Teachers need to incorporate purposeful opportunities that allow for feasible 

change in classrooms (Burke, 2013). Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (2011) found 

that to make professional development successful, teachers need to belong to professional 



	

	

92	

communities that are different from their school communities. For example, schools and 

universities can work collaboratively through research to make changes or to develop 

curriculum. They can then create links to put theories into practice. Zein (2016) 

mentioned that the tremendous ratio of teacher educators to teachers limits teachers' 

access to teacher training programs. Teacher educators have to be supportive to improve 

learning in the in-service program. Desimone (2009) declared that co-teaching, 

mentoring, and reflecting on actual lessons are powerful elements for professional 

development. 

Burke (2013) planned the Experiential Professional Development (EPD) model 

and implemented it as a university-sponsored course at a secondary school in the 

northeast region of the United States with four Spanish teachers. The study suggests that 

his EPD model can be implemented in several school contexts.  His intention in 

designing the EPD model was to create a collaborative environment between universities 

(professors, researchers, staff developers) and schools (administrators and teachers) to 

implement new teacher practice in schools. The results suggest that EPD allows teachers 

to acquire the teaching skills that aim them to reach their objective goal and it is a way of 

putting their teaching theory in practice. Hardy and Rönnerman (2011) mention the 

whole community is need to work to provide good teachers, while most professional 

development programs just concern themselves with one aspect of teachers’ basic skills 

and neglect the other educational skills. Thus, they suggest that action research can be the 

best tool to implement in the PD to monitor other educational outcomes. Moreover, 

monitoring such theses can help inform and improve educators’ understanding of student 

learning.  
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The Value of Doing PD for In-Serves Teachers 

Desimone (2009) and Avidov-Ungar (2016) encourage designing professional 

development in collaborative environments to support teachers learning and participating 

with other educators. They suggest creating learning environments for teachers though 

giving them access to engage with other educators outside of their school settings. 

Providing teachers with such classes in universities, where they interact with 

collaborative people and learn how to self-direct their personal growth will deepen their 

understanding of the current issues in education. Teachers will able to manage their class 

time better after getting know some new strategies and, when they see the benefit of such 

training, will plan to attend other instructor/consultants' courses.  

Thornberg (2008) did a study in Sweden to examine and evaluate teachers’ 

opinions and insights about the value of education in their teaching practice. He used a 

qualitative method, interviewing 13 teachers, then conducted and analyzed the data using 

comparative analysis. The study reports that the teachers’ interpretation of the value of 

education was often linked with the interaction that surrounded the daily life at school 

and concentrated on students’ everyday behavior. Also, he found that the teachers lacked 

professional knowledge in the realm of the value of education. The intention of the study 

was to express the values that the teachers wanted students to learn and to adopt through 

their classroom management and creative activities, which values the teachers’ attitude 

and treatment presented in their classrooms and in their teaching style, and if they 

encouraged students to follow these values in their everyday life professionally or 

socially and in how they related to school rules.  
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Priestley, Minty, and Eager (2014) conducted a study about the importance of 

defining the role of teachers in school-based curriculum development that would 

empower students’ learning abilities. The study was to examine Scotland’s school-based 

curriculum development in response to Curriculum for Excellence. The focus of the study 

was the secondary schools within a single Scottish local education authority that had a 

new curriculum with varied methods and results. The authors argue that teachers are a 

significant element in developing the school, as well as in creating sense of the complex 

and confusing curriculum policy with a clear vision about what such a policy meant for 

education within each school setting.  

The results of this study show why some schools today are successful, while, on 

the other hand, other schools are not. The research suggests that innovation and 

movement require changes in school culture, otherwise the new practices will not take 

place or will be shaped by a policy maker who does not understand everything that takes 

place in school. Nevertheless, other contributions encourage changes in the school 

setting. The innovation in this school was generated by staff that worked as helpers and 

facilitators in the development and continuation of social structures that promised the 

realization of cultural alternatives to existing practices. These contributions were clear in 

the roles of the teachers who worked dynamically to produce change as well as in the 

distributed leaders who were allowed significant autonomy to develop the teachers’ 

insights. The second key contribution were the reciprocal relationships that developed 

through the school’s peer observation system. The final key contribution was the power 

that teachers exercised to practice and enact new and often unfamiliar policy in the school 

setting. 
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Support teachers learning and changing practices and beliefs. There are many 

important outcomes to gain after implementing professional development in our schools. 

For example, teachers will engage in powerful and meaningful opportunities that will 

help them integrate innovative instruction into their classrooms, such as differentiation, 

constructivist theory, inquiry-based learning, critical thinking, and problem solving. 

Teachers will gain access to other educators in other learning communities, such as 

universities and schools though courses, observation and fieldwork. Teachers deepen 

their understanding of how to apply theory into practice effectively in their own 

classrooms and students through working on action research and doing reflections 

(Burke, 2013). 

Burke (2013) mentions that Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (2011) advocate 

that the importance of professional development is to support teachers in maintaining the 

roles of both teacher and student and to push them to learning environments that deepen 

their understanding about pedagogy (p.3). Avidov-Ungar (2016) conducted extensive 

research on the importance of teachers’ professional development as a means to improve 

schools, increase teaching quality, and improve students’ academic achievements. 

Desimone (2009) stated that improving teachers learning process through the PD helps to 

create an effective professional development outcome because the focal element is 

increasing teacher learning and changing practice rather than on the type of activity 

provided in the professional development.  It will be difficult to change teachers’ beliefs 

unless the teachers themselves perceive the change and engage in good PD. Putting 

teachers in learning communities does change teachers' practice.  
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Professional development can be a great learning community for teachers that 

offers both emotional and practical support as they develop their practice and share ideas 

about their understanding. Girvan et al. (2016) suggested creating network communities 

in teacher professional development because it can motivate teachers to try new practices 

and make desired changes to the curriculum a practical reality. Avidov-Ungar (2016) 

studied forty-three teachers from Israeli schools who participated in semi-structured 

interviews to examined their perspective about their professional development. The 

results indicated two dimensions that teachers referred to in their professional 

development: motivations and aspirations.  

However, Looi, Sun, Seow, and Chia (2014) indicated that the teachers’ different 

pedagogical orientations affected their instruction and practice in their classroom, 

particularly in how they integrated the use of technology in the classroom, as well as their 

strategies of engagement and interaction with the students. Moreover, the teachers’ 

beliefs about pedagogical orientations explained if they were more strongly oriented to 

the student or to the curriculum, which is why most studies consider the influence of 

teacher pedagogical orientations on teaching practices. They discovered that teachers 

with different pedagogical orientations had different ways of integrating technology in 

the classroom. For those with traditional beliefs, technology was used to support the 

traditional roles of producing information and as a tool of mediation, while for teachers 

whose beliefs had been transformed to constructivist beliefs, mobile technology was used 

in more student-centered activities. 

The study demonstrated the positive result of long-term curriculum, which 

encourages traditional teachers to change the traditional instruction in their classrooms to 
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one that is student-centered (Zein, 2016; Girvan et al., 2016; Darling-Hammond & 

McLaughlin, 2011). These teachers, with other teachers’ support and encouragement, 

changed the structure of their classroom after using the new curriculum. Thus, the 

constructivist pedagogical strategies started to appear in the instruction of lessons 

because the teachers asked more exploratory, open-ended questions, interacting actively 

with students and helping them to construct new ideas and knowledge. On the other hand, 

there were teachers who resisted the new pedagogical beliefs and continued to use their 

traditional methods in their classroom. This resistance was due to their lack of 

understanding of the pedagogical value of the new curriculum.  

Tools for long-term sustainability of teacher professional development. The 

goal of recommending teachers to attend professional development training is to provide 

them with more teaching strategies that they can engage in and internalize. This impacts 

their teaching proficiency and then transforms these ideas into classroom practice. The 

current study highlights the fact that professional development is significant not only for 

increasing teachers’ pedagogical knowledge, but also for enabling teachers to engage in 

the construction of their professional identity (Avidov-Ungar,2016).  

 Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin, (2011) assert that to assist teachers’ needs, 

professional development must contain a variety of opportunities for teachers to share 

what they know and what they want to learn, and to connect their learning to the contexts 

of their teaching. Professional development activities must allow teachers to engage 

actively in cooperative experiences that are sustained over time and to reflect on the 

process as well as on the content of what they are learning.  
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Zein (2016) believes that the content of professional development needs to match 

teachers’ needs in order to achieve long-term sustainability in teacher PD programs. 

Constant adjustments to the PD content, materials and tools must be made to meet the 

participants’ needs and expectations. Professional development offers teachers an 

opportunity to make small changes over time.  

Girvan et al. (2016) remark that PD need to be a process rather than an event, and 

as such, there needs to be long-term engagement through ongoing professional 

development in order to sustain the progress through challenges. Other studies (Burke, 

2013; Šeďová et al., 2016; Girvan et al., 2016) showed that suitable engagement 

processes in professional development, such as deep reflection, visiting classrooms, and 

other pedagogic aims to link theory to practice showed the best evidence of creating 

effective results in changing teachers' experience and understanding.  

According to Desimone (2009), duration is the essential factor success in PD 

because teachers need adequate time to fully engage in the PD’ s activities. Some of the 

PD can be done in one day, but others can take a whole semester. The duration of the PD 

can take 20 or more hours of contact, which makes summer time a fruitful time for 

teachers to involve themselves more deeply. Zein (2016) declared that training teachers 

for short periods of time and ignoring the foundations of teacher education were two 

important reasons the long-term objective of PD were not achieved. Because of their 

success in professional development, Šeďová et al. (2016) have come to recommend that 

it makes sense to teach teachers the specific skills of teaching and let them transfer these 

skills to their students in the classroom. Some studies mention that the success of PD has 

a strong relation between acquiring skills and the quantity of teachers’ engagement in the 
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program. Teachers should have enough time to fully engage. Burke (2013) asserts that in 

order to be productive, professional development must be designed to fit the instructor’s 

and the teachers’ schedules and needs. He advocated a minimum of 10 weeks and only 

three whole-class meetings outside of the school day.  

Summary 

Chapter 2 reviewed the constructivist and sociocultural theories which are based 

on the belief that learning and teaching should happen in an active and engaging 

environment (Dewey, 1938; Vygotsky, 1978 & Bruner, 1978). I provided a context for 

implementing an inquiry approach and the teachers’ role in order to help improve teacher 

practice. Then, I highlighted that recent researchers believe that first providing student 

teachers with a strong and powerful preparation program would increase their teaching 

practice and second believe that engaging teachers with professional development would 

help teachers to implement new reforms in curriculum as well as update their classroom 

techniques along with learning new curriculum, and engaging students with learning-

centered approaches.  
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CHAPTER 3:  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

            Education researchers should be aware of the social constructionism perspective of 

learning. First, constructionism asserts that the mind is active in the construction of knowledge 

and constructs new schemas, concepts and demonstrating through integrating new experiences 

with previous knowledge. Constructivists agree that our social and historical practices, beliefs, 

language and understanding impact our understanding of new concepts and the new life 

experiences that we face. However, social constructivism is in conflict with the idea that each 

individual has a different experience of the world through cognitive processes that create 

knowledge. In contrast, social constructionism hypothesizes that most aspects of humanity can 

be shaped, continued and cultivated through our interactions with others over time. Therefore, 

social constructivism is well matched with the grounded theory approach methodology of 

research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p.197). 

          I have selected grounded theory to use in my study because it is a theory about a 

phenomena of interest with a multifaceted process that starts with the researcher’s fruitful 

questions to guide research. Most constructivist researchers have used grounded theory because 

of its flexibility and its diverse strategies, such as the tools used to describe multiple reactions 

and views of empirical worlds. Grounded theory allows people to rely on social elements that 

impact other peoples’ lives.   Furthermore, it supports the constructivist approach of studying 

people in their natural settings. It focuses on meaning rather than a limited interpretation. 

Grounded theory works with various types of research and provides a conceptual framework to 

explain the phenomena studied when the researcher commences to collect data and the main 

theoretical concepts need to be identified. Moreover, grounded theory has well respected 
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strategies for collecting rich data, two of which I used, coding interviews and writing memos, 

(Patton, 2003; Seidman, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 

Research Participants and Setting 

Purpose of the Study 

This study helped me investigate teaching practices and learning from two 

cultural perspectives, one in the U.S. and the other in Saudi Arabia, by interviewing 

educators about their teaching practices and the challenges they face or have faced while 

studying in the U.S. that stem from the culture in which they were raised. 

Setting. The study data represented in this chapter were collected from eleven 

individual interviews, three of which were in Saudi Arabia. Participants were from 

different educational backgrounds and from different cities in Saudi Arabia, which 

strengthens my study because they are from different levels of schooling and different 

age groups. Most of the participants were friends, graduate students studying at the 

University of Arizona; the rest were contacts through friends who asked if they would 

participate in my study. The Tucson interviews were conducted in settings that were 

comfortable and familiar to the participants. I met individuals for the first two interviews 

in various places on the UA campus or in public coffee shops, wherever was convenient 

for my participants, lasting anywhere from ninety minutes to two hours. The focus groups 

met in my home lasting for two hours. Due to the time differences between Saudi Arabia 

and the United States, I interviewed the three participants in Saudi Arabia by 

“WhatsApp”, a phone app that allows phone calls over the internet. Before I started 

interviewing each participant I asked her if she was comfortable doing the interview in 

Arabic language or in English. Most of the time we started in English then switched to 
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Arabic when we really engaged in the discussion. However, I only used the Arabic 

language with Saudi participants since they do not speak English. The participants were 

all Saudi females. They were lecturers, undergraduate teaching assistants, and teachers 

who had experience in teaching at different levels of education, different educational 

disciplines and from different cities in Saudi Arabia. The participants also had different 

amounts of years of teaching experience, ranging from one year to six years. All of the 

participants had a Bachelor's degree; six had their Master's degree and were in the 

process of studying for a doctoral degree in Education; three were working on Master's 

degrees; two were looking for a Master's program to fit their needs. The participants 

remained anonymous to protect their identity. There are two reasons behind selecting 

only female participants and not including male as participants in this study. First, I have 

no access to male students in Tucson; second, in our Saudi culture and Islam, women are 

not supposed to meet alone with men unrelated to them. Selecting only female 

participants is more comfortable for myself as a researcher and for the other female 

participants.   

 Consent Process and IRB Considerations. The University of Arizona IRB 

approved the study prior to conducting the research. The participants were asked to sign a 

consent form prior to their participation. The consent form explained the objective of the 

study, the approval of the IRB, the potential benefits, assurance of confidentiality in the 

three interviews with me, the use of pseudonyms, and the agreement to use their data and 

answers anonymously and to share with publications. The consent form was written in 

Arabic and English. I used the American Psychological Association (APA) to write this 

research study.     
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              Selection of Participants. The following criteria were used to select 

participants: 

• Participant is a Saudi female who did learn at least K-12 in Saudi Arabia. 

• Participant has experience in learning in the U.S. and U.K. 

• Participant is a K-12 teacher or teaching in Saudi college.  

• Participant is willing to interview twice for ninety minutes and attend one focus 

group. 

Although these Saudi female teachers represented a variety of demographics setting and 

had different focus areas of studies, I wanted to understand how teachers who taught 

mostly in a traditional teaching approach, viewed teaching and how they engaged with 

their students. I started with sending a message to graduate students I know in the College 

of Education. Then because I wanted more participants I sent a message to the 

international office at the University of Arizona asking if they can help me by sending 

my email to only Saudi females studying at the UA. They did help and I got two 

participants through them. The rest came from my friends in Saudi Arabia, who agreed to 

share their number with me. Initially, they were five in Saudi Arabia but two dropped out 

for personal reasons.  

Table 3.1 

Participants’ profile 

Name Age Area Level of Education Experience 
Amal 34 Special Education PhD Student in the U.S. 3 years college teaching 

experience 
Foz 30 New Literacy PhD Student in the U.S. Less than 1 year college 

teaching experience 
Nouf 30 Special Education PhD Student in the U.S. 3 years college teaching 

experience 
Sara 27 Early Childhood  Looking for Master program 

in the U.S. 
3 years of college teaching 
experience 
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Fatimah 29 History Master student in Saudi 
Arabia 

6 years of college teaching 
experience 

Aisha 32 Educational Psychology PhD Student in the U.S. 4 year of college teaching 
experience 

Hanan 28 SLAT( Second Language 
Acquisition Teaching)   

PhD Student in the U.S. 1 year of General English 
to Saudi pre-medicine 
students  

Reem 26 History Master student in Saudi 
Arabia 

Not having teaching 
position yet 

Njoud 29 Computer Skills  Master student in the U.S. 1 year in Saudi public 
schools  

Samira  

 

30 History Looking for Master program 
in the U.S. 

Less than 1 year in Saudi 
private school 

Haifa 27 History Master student in Saudi 
Arabia 

3 years college teaching 
experience 

 
 

Data Collection  

Qualitative 

 I used a qualitative approach to design this study. I selected this approach 

because it was the appropriate methodology for soliciting an understanding interview 

questions as I asked my participants about their learning and teaching experience before 

and after coming to the U.S. I had chosen to do in-depth interviews, but conducted a 

focus group interview in the third question only with the people who were in Tucson 

because I want to explore an inquiry related to a group of people linked by their 

background culture.  

The interview as methods. The purpose of in-depth interviews (Patton, 2003; 

Seidman, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011) is going behind answers to questions, not to 

test hypotheses; the core of in-depth interviewing is an interest in understanding the life 

experiences of other people and the meaning they make of that experience.  

The purpose of individual interview was to allow me to enter into other people’s 

perspectives. Qualitative interviewing begins with the assumption that the perspective of 
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others is meaningful, knowable, and able to be made explicit. We interview to find out 

what’s in and on someone else’s mind, to gather their stories. (Patton, 2003, p. 341). 

Through informal, but structured interviews, the participants did provide me with 

countless and in depth details for analyzing with methods designed for a qualitative 

approach. They were telling their personal experience and narrative aspects of their lives 

(Patton, 2003; Seidman, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The purpose of interviewing is 

to allow us to enter into another person’s perspective.  

Focus group as methods.  The focus group interview is a powerful method of 

qualitative research, especially when related to topics, programs or shared experience, 

rather than exploring complex life issues with depth and details. The group interview is 

used to share experiences and evaluate the strengths and limitations of any program. The 

number of participants is four to six for a small group or ten to twelve people for a large 

group.  The focus group interview highlights collective perspectives rather than 

individual perspectives, which fosters free expression of ideas and thoughts and 

encourages participants to speak up. I used a focus group interview to talk about the 

Saudi educational experience and how to improve it. My participants have a shared 

knowledge and experience. I asked the focus questions to encourage discussion and to get 

their perspective. Using a focus group interview method in the last questions, especially 

the third question of my study, did create a conscious and perceptive environment to 

support the participants talking about their perspective because people sometimes change 

their ideas after listening and understanding other people (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; 

Marshall & Rossman, 2014).  
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The focus group interview is an interview with a group of people on a certain 

topic, limited to one or two hours. The significance of the focus group interview is to 

develop a variety of perspectives with high confidence in the information they talk about 

because most of the decisions made in group discussions are based on the social 

situations that come up after a conversation with other people in the same setting. 

Participants in the focus group interview will hear and understand each other’s responses, 

which generate additional responses and comments besides their original thoughts 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p.197).  

The advantage of focus group interviews is time–effective data collection; data 

can be collected from multiple participants in one hour instead of interviewing each 

participant for one hour each. The interaction during the group interview enriches the 

data because participants provide checks and balances on each other, which should 

delineate truth from fiction.  The focus group interview works best when all the 

participants share a similar background with dynamic interaction that is different and 

more complex based on their previous relationships. The data quickly divides into great 

diversity or shared views, which are then easy to assess.  Also, because the focus group 

interview is flexible and allows participants to discuss unanticipated issues, the result will 

have “face validity” and the findings will be more believable to the reader.  However, 

their responses and opinion are not required to be similar or different from each other; 

more important is to acquire high quality data in a social context (Marshall & Rossman, 

2014, p. 149).  

There are some rules for doing the focus group interview. For example, the focus 

group interview should be carefully planned by the interviewer in providing the 
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participants with a secure environment to receive and grasp their insights and opinions 

about the topic. Also, some researchers recommend that there should be two organizers 

during the group interview, one to ask the questions of the participants and another to 

take care of the recording and to take notes about what happens during the discussion. 

The number of questions that can be asked is limited and controlled in the group setting; 

for example, time should be scheduled to accommodate hearing from everyone and no 

more than ten question should be asked of eight participants in an hour (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2014). 

I chose this method to create a conscious and perceptive environment to 

encourage the participants to talk about their perspectives because people form ideas after 

listening and understanding other people. However, I was careful to manage the focus 

group interview and allow everyone to express her perspective, even if the perspective 

was a minority perspective and to encourage everyone to speak up and to create positive 

interactions. I provided one of the participants the questions to lead the discussion 

because I was the one watching the recording, taking notes and comments about their 

responses and writing follow up questions for their answers (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, 

p.197).  

Data collection procedures. The in-depth interviews were tape-recorded because 

each participant’s speech reflected on her awareness and mindfulness and because my 

interpretation of the interview data, the findings and the results of the study was based on 

their consciousness. I used my phone to record the interviews, from which I typed all the 

interviews on my laptop. As soon as I was done typing the interview transcripts, I 

transferred a copy to a hard-disk, just to make sure that I kept an original copy of their 
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interview. I transcribed all the interviews myself, which helped me understand them 

better. For examples of interview question, see Appendix A.  

Interview one. In this first interview, I asked the participants questions about their 

personal history and their educational background, which helped me understand their 

learning and teaching knowledge. Moreover, the background information was essential, 

impacting their teaching practice and the different methods they use in their teaching 

careers. I also asked them about their history up to the time they became a student in the 

U.S., when they started new jobs or recent careers. I asked what education, work, and 

family life each had. 

Interview two. In this interview, I also asked open-ended questions about the 

participants’ current lives and their experiences as students or in a professional career as a 

teacher. How did they come to this place? What kinds of details could they provide about 

teaching pedagogy, teaching practice and teaching experience? Because all of them have 

teaching experience, I asked about their relationships with their students, their teaching 

philosophies, their classroom environments and their school settings as a whole. For the 

three participants who did not have teaching positions yet, I asked them about how they 

had learned and were taught in the U.S. and what they planned for their future 

classrooms. 

Interview three. The third interview was a reflection on the meaning of what was 

expressed in the first and second interviews. For example, I asked about what it meant to 

the participant to be a student in the U.S. or a teacher in Saudi Arabia. How did they 

make sense of their work as teachers? Did they use a traditional teaching style, a modern 

style or a mix of both? How did they make sense of their present life in the context of 
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their life experience? In this question I did focus group interviews only with the Tucson 

participants to talk about the Saudi educational experience and how to improve it. It was 

difficult to find a time to meet with all of them at once, so I divided them into three focus 

groups. The first two groups each consisted of two participants. The third group was three 

participants. I interviewed one participant by herself, asking her the focus group 

questions, because her family duties prohibited her from joining a group. My participants 

shared their knowledge and experience. I asked the focus questions to encourage 

discussion and to get their opinions. In this interview, I asked participants if they knew 

the inquiry approach or if they had ever used it in their classroom. I showed them the 

inquiry cycle and explained to them how a teacher implements it in the classroom. The 

inquiry cycle was a good example that gave participants a moment to think and to reflect 

on their teaching strategies and how they could adopt inquiry in a future classroom based 

on their field. 

Based on the advice from Patton (2003), Seidman (2013) and Denzin & Lincoln 

(2011), as soon as I finished each interview, I typed my responses to keep from losing 

them. Then I studied all of the transcripts, because doing so was the first step in analyzing 

the data, reducing it by reading each transcript and summarizing what I understood from 

their responses, recording the most interesting ideas I found. After listening to and 

transcribing the first set of interviews, I made a list of follow-up questions to include in 

the next interview. When I finished all the interviews, I started working with the valuable 

material at hand, using the transcript with an open attitude and looking for what is 

important and interesting based on testing my data with a set of hypotheses or matching it 

with a theory developed in another context. The data collected came from the 
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participants’ teaching and learning experiences, which I believe would have an impact on 

developing future educational reforms for schools in Saudi Arabia.   

Table 3.2 

Interviwes’ Types  

Interviews Using 
WhatsApp 
(Participants in 
Saudi Arabia)   

3rd Research Question Focus 
Groups Interviews 
(Participants in Tucson)  

1st and 2ed Research 
Questions Individual 
Interviews (Participants 
in Tucson)   

Haifa 
Reem 
Fatimah 

Group 1: 
Hanan 
 Aisha 

 
U of A Main Library 

Hanan 
 Aisha 
Njoud 
Foz 
Sara 
Nouf 
 Amal 
Samira 

Group 2: 
Njoud 
Foz 

 
My home 

Group 3: 
Sara 
Nouf 
 Amal 

 
My home 

 
Writing memo. A process performed after each interview, consists of writing 

down my thoughts and ideas about what happened during the interview, recording what 

might be considered marginal notes and comments. Sometimes a name with few words is 

not enough to describe an entire concept. A memo can contain a paragraph because I take 

a closer look in to the line-by-line coding (Khandkar, 2009). However, I did start with 

open ideas and thoughts in the beginning of my memos, moving in to focus on the core 

concepts. These strategies helped me see my data with new conceptual insight and to link 

it with theory, by which I drew out my core concepts and studied my findings in detail 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p.509). 

 In the first step which according to Patton (2003), Seidman (2013) and Denzin & 

Lincoln (2011), different themes may occur in a single passage so reading the data a few 

times helps classify the data into categories. Different strategies can be applied to clarify 

the themes, such as highlighting themes with different colors or using a color printer to 
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print out transcripts to make it easier to grasp the different coding. I used color on the 

collected data from the participants’ transcribed interviews to identify relevant interests, 

verbal cues, new information, and expressive categories of data to analyze and 

summarize. The colored data was transferred to tables in Microsoft Word to make it 

more visible and understandable to answer the study’s questions.  

 The second step is “convergence divergence in the coding and classification”, 

combining data that fit together (Patton, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). I expected to 

find many “recurrent regularities” that naturally stored together under the two categories, 

internal and external homogeneity. Internal homogeneity involves all similar categories 

and topics. External homogeneity involves the differences among categories. At this 

point, I was working back and forth on the data, ordering and grouping the data and 

placing categories into sets of categories, such as “extensions”, building on items of 

information already known, “bridging”, making connections among different items, and 

“surfacing”, proposing new information that ought to fit and then verifying its existence 

(Patton, 2003.p. 466).  

 Data collection timeline. Once my proposal was approved by my committee 

and IRB approved the project, I contacted my participants who were in Tucson and 

scheduled appointments to interview them. I started my interviews at the end of 

December 2015 and I was finished by the end of May 2016. It was challenging to predict 

my interview schedule during the wait time to receive the IRB approval. Since each of 

my participants had different class schedules and daily routines, I had to be very flexible 

and make myself available to conduct the interviews based on their convenience. I 

transcribed and typed each interview before scheduling the next interview. I did two 
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focus interviews in my home and a third one at the UA main library. One participant 

could not join her focus group due to family issues, therefore I interviewed her alone on 

the UA campus.  

           Once I had finished the interviews in Tucson, I began contacting the 

participants who were in Saudi Arabia. One of my friends who is a teaching assistant 

asked her colleagues if they would participate in my study; after they agreed, I 

contacted them personally. I could not record the interviews of the participants living 

in Saudi Arabia because of the time differences between. Instead, I interviewed them 

through the “WhatsApp” application on my phone. Thus, the summary of the steps I 

followed to analyze the data were (a) I interviewed the participants face-to-face, 

except for the three participants who used the WhatsApp mobile app, (b) I asked 

open-ended questions that allowed for detailed responses in all the three interviews 

including the focus group interview, (c) I conducted interviews in locations mutually 

agreed upon by the participants and me, (d) I listened carefully and recorded 

interviews for later typing, (E)I stored the data transcriptions on a flash memory. 

Data Analysis 

The approach I used for this research was interviewing with open-ended 

questions. The study was built and based on the participant’s answers, which could 

include multiple topics behind their responses. I was sure that their experiences would 

come through contemporary topics. The rich data I gathered from participant’s responses 

was the major material in my hand. Their responses were the only material I utilized for 

analysis to report my findings and discussion. Furthermore, participants did share some 

comments, answers and concepts that I used to draw on theory.  I had a plan and 
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objective for each interview based on my previous interview, which helped me analyze 

their thoughts. From the first interview question I asked until I completed transcribing the 

last, I gained intense material in the data that I collected from my participants.  

 The first step to making sense of my data was coding, for which I read each 

interview and marked what was particularly interesting. Through coding my interviews, I 

organized, defined and categorized my data and I read it carefully to interact with them 

and posed questions while I coded them. I applied open coding, also called “line-by-line” 

coding, in which I examined each line of data and defined the actions or events within it 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011. p.509). Open coding includes labeling concepts, defining and 

developing categories based on their properties and dimensions. It is used to analyze 

qualitative data and part of many qualitative data analysis methodologies like grounded 

theory (Khandkar, 2009). 

 Coding interviews kept me focused on the data, creating ideas and analyzing the 

subject of realities. Also, it draws attention to the meaning that I took from my data and 

on questions and the gaps that need to be filled during subsequent data collection.  

Moreover, generating action codes facilitated making comparisons. In reducing the 

material, an interviewer begins to analyze, interpret, and make meaning of it.  

The style I utilized to interpret the material in this project was to mark and label 

the data, grouping it to analyze and interpret it. I created a profile for each of these groups 

and then categorized each profile with appropriate theming, which assisted me in the 

interpretation. With such massive amounts of material there could be confusion; thus I 

used a different color for each category and wrote a definition to describe what material 

should be under each category to easily identify any category to develop related to the 
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material. 

In the “coding” data process, the process of reading and marking the transcripts, I 

labeled and marked a copy of the passages that I thought were important to address, 

especially if something was repeated in two or three participants’ interviews. Then I used 

an appropriate category name under which to file these passages; the words sometimes 

came from my description of these passages. However, there were similarities and 

differences between these categories, which I combined and divided as I studied the data.  

It was important to remember to separate the original transcript from the labeled and 

marked one; once I started labeling and marking, I still needed to have access to the 

original to reference for accuracy in a quote or information, without having to go back to 

the audiotape recording itself. The labeling of each transcript’s excerpt allows for such 

reviewing. This is considered to be the first step of open coding, to go over data, mark 

important sections, and add a descriptive name or ‘code’ to each one (Khandkar, 2009).  

The next step was the “dialectical” process (Seidman, 2013), when the material 

was profiled and passages were filed, either in computer files under the name of the 

assigned category or in physical folders. Then I commenced rereading all of the data, file 

by file, in order to select the ones that appear the most interesting.  I made comments in 

the margins and by attaching notes to help me remember what do with the different parts 

of my data. This step was organizing my data into topics and files, which I later labeled 

(Patton, 2003). 

Table 3.3 

 Examples of Themes and Sub-themes 

Themes Sub-themes 
Mediation tools to improve 
teaching style 

Technology  
Teacher personality and communication with students    
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Simplicity in presenting the information  
Feedback from principal, other teachers with her 
Survey and evaluation from her students  
Students’ performance 

Self-efficacy 
Awareness  

How to grasp student’s attention with suitable tools “attention span”  
Teachers ability in driven the content to students in “simple ways”. 
Use time management strategy, organization and good planning.  
promote their knowledge about what is the differential in teaching 
styles 
dealing with students who make mistake with open mind 
teachers must see videos and asking other teachers about the teaching 
practice inside class room  
teachers should be loving their self, love teaching as job and have 
inspiration to improve the quality of teaching, 
giving them website 
watching online video and attend workshop online  

A needed supporting from 
administration and working 
as collaborative team with 
teachers  

good relation with other teachers  
providing feedback  
 usual meeting for teachers  
providing resource and materials  
providing supporting each other, giving motivation  
before the semester start teacher should upload her lesson plan and 
engagement activity to the administration.  
Teachers can go to principal and talk about their ability to offer this 
workshop about teaching methods or technology in classroom. 
 Reading about teaching,  
attending workshop online,  
see what other countries done in their school even if you don’t have 
language skills you can look to Gulf countries;  
easy way to write in the internet how to teach this concept or this 
subject.    
create a team work that based on exchanging experience  
mandatory workshop  
Feedback and workshop 

 
Significance of the study 

 The goal of this study is to examine the teaching and learning development of 

teachers in order to increase student achievement, in particular to explore how Saudi 

teachers can develop an inquiry approach in the classroom. Learning these powerful 

concepts in my own classes has generated my interest and eagerness to combine them for 

discussion in my final findings in my dissertation. This study will be powerful and useful 

to many educators, especially the ones who come from countries and schools with 

traditional approaches in teaching methods such as occurs in Saudi Arabia. Also, this 
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study can be a reference for educators in different countries to know how to deal with 

people who come from traditional schools and to teach these teachers. Moreover, this 

study can assist teachers in Saudi Arabia who want work to develop their teaching 

methods but did not have the opportunity to study overseas or who do not read English, 

because this study will be translated into Arabic. My position after graduation will 

probably be a university professor, which will help me to introduce inquiry to my 

students who are pre-service teachers. Through teaching the curriculum and teaching 

instructional courses in the college of education, I will provide students with various 

instructional theories and discuss how we can establish them in our schools and remove 

traditional methods of teaching. As I become their professor and the advisor for their 

methods courses, I will invite them to use the inquiry process in their classroom. Another 

contribution is that I will provide professional learning opportunities for teachers who 

would like to develop their teaching strategies and develop their students’ understanding. 

I will do my best to engage teachers in professional learning and to become a part of the 

educational development in my country.  

This study aims at raising Saudi teacher awareness of student needs, different 

student backgrounds, and how different teaching approaches can benefit students and 

improve their educational achievement in Saudi schools.  

Summary 

This study focused on the use of in-depth interviews with open-ended questions to 

collect Saudi females' teaching and learning experiences and perspectives. It was 

anticipated that these interviews would expose the participants’ individual beliefs and the 

strategies that shaped their teaching experience. Each interview took minimally one hour.  
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The reason behind using the in-depth interviews approach was to hear and understand 

other Saudi females' teaching and learning experiences and perspectives in their own 

words, which makes for more interesting analysis of their perspectives. More information 

about the data themes and categories developed from the interviews are described in the 

next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4: PROFILES OF SAUDI TEACHERS  

For this first question, what are the teaching and learning experiences of Saudi 

teachers?, I asked my participants individually about their previous learning experiences 

as students and teaching experiences as teachers.  All of the participants have teaching 

experience in Saudi Arabia; however, only three of the participants did not have learning 

experience outside Saudi Arabia. Moreover, their learning experience was different based 

on their majors and interest but all came from a college of education background. More 

than half of the participants have been lecturers in their colleges and have at least one 

year of teaching experience. Even the ones who don’t have a current teaching job have 

experience teaching in Saudi schools.  The participants in Saudi Arabia are all studying 

for their Master's degrees and all but one is currently teaching undergraduate students as 

teacher assistants. With this question we discussed the most powerful learning strategies 

they had experienced in school as students and the possibility of using similar strategies 

as teachers.  

 For this chapter, I share a profile for each participant individually form their 

interviews where they discussed their experiences. I then do cross-case analysis of 

patterns across their responses.   

Sara 

 Sara is 27 years old. Sara studied in Islamic public schools in Saudi Arabia until 

high school, when she attended a regular Saudi public high school. Her BA was in Early 

Childhood at Qassim University. While she was a student there, she was required to teach 

six kindergarten classes in public schools as a practicum course. She also has a certificate 

to teach the Montessori system. After getting her BA, she got a full-time teaching job in a 
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private kindergarten for one academic semester, then she quit because she got a full-time 

job as a teaching assistant in the Early Childhood College at Qassim University in Saudi 

Arabia, where she was required to study a Master's degree in order to be a lecturer in 

Childhood College.  She has almost three years of college teaching experience. She 

teaches first year childhood student- teachers. She teaches required courses and some 

elective courses not related to her major, but because of the lack of lecturer she has to fill 

the need.   She chose to study abroad, rather than study at Qassim University. Currently, 

she is studying English at the Center for English as a Second Language, applying for 

Master's programs in US universities.  

Sara described her learning experience in school as “nothing new”. The same 

traditional teaching method based on memorization and written final exams were used in 

her elementary, middle and high schools and in her college courses. However, she 

mentioned that there are some courses in Early Childhood Education that encourage 

students’ creativity and imagination, in which students have to design learning tools for 

children, creating learning tools from basic tools, and then present them in class and 

demonstrate how they would use them with real children in class. She remarked that 

these lab courses developed a lot of her skills and understanding about how to teach 

young children.  

Her teaching experience was fun, since she loves teaching and interacting with 

children. In her opinion, the public kindergarten in her city is better than private 

kindergartens, which are different from city to city in Saudi Arabia. She was the lead 

teacher in her kindergarten class. They had a specific program for the children starting 

from 8:00 am to 12:00 pm. The daily school program was divided into different centers to 
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engage children in learning through playing, watching, doing and collaborating with 

other children. The classroom design looked like most kindergarten classes in the U.S.  

She reported that the learning environment was totally different than in the public school 

system. The children have more fun and are not forced to learn to read and write, but they 

are still required to memorize and recite verses of the Qur'an. Her relationship with the 

children is also much closer than usual. She described, “We are like their mother; often 

the kids believe us more than their own mothers! When I left the school to teach college, 

a few kids didn’t want to attend class anymore because I wouldn't be there.”  

 She had a distinctly different experience when she taught at the college level. She 

became more serious with her students because she believed that if she did not display a 

strong personality to her students, she would not be able to control them. In her Early 

Childhood major, they only studied the public school program for kindergarten; they 

didn’t learn about any other programs such as the ones we learn about in the U.S, for 

example, Montessori, Tools of Mind, or Waldorf. The only other program or method that 

can be studied is Montessori, but they have to study it outside of college, in a private 

institution.   

Sara mentioned that she sometimes used the lecture teaching method with her 

college students when the administration assigned her to teach a subject not in her major. 

However, when she taught Early Childhood classes, she used learning-centered strategies 

to involve her students in class. She mentioned that she told her students to perform 

stories instead of re-telling them to their classmates, which made her class more fun, and 

then she made the whole class discuss the story’s culture, whether it fit the Saudi culture. 

She also had her students create visual aids and or teaching tools from common items 
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around them, and transforming them into devices that would help children learn. She 

said, “It is important to teach my students how to develop their skills in creating learning 

tools from simple objects around them because some of these teachers will be a kids’ 

teachers in rural areas where, sometimes, they won't even have a library nearby. Thus if 

they develop their skills and see other classmate's ideas they will learn the real-life skill 

of improvising.”  

In addition, she was a similar age as her students, so she feels the stress of what 

the college required. She and some of her colleagues suggested that the college open a lab 

for her students to do their work during breaks between classes and she suggested 

sending students to teach earlier in their program. The college administration opened up a 

lab after she arrived in Tucson, but they still have not acted on the second suggestion.  

Amal 

  Amal is 34 years old. She studied K-12 in public schools across Saudi Arabia, in 

various cities, due to her father’s work. For her BA she studied Arabic language in the 

College of Education in Riyadh. Then she became an Arabic language teacher in a public 

middle school for one year. She stopped teaching to earn her Master's degree in the U.S. 

in Special Education. While in the U.S. she was required to observe different school 

levels and subjects such as pre-school, kindergarten and elementary classes in order to be 

able to solve the learning problems of students.  

When she went back to Saudi Arabia, she got a job lecturing in the College of 

Education in Jubial, Saudi Arabia. She taught undergraduate Special Education courses 

for 3 years. She taught courses such as designing and creating Special Education lessons, 

Teaching Strategies, and Learning Disabilities in Reading and Writing (in the Arabic 
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language, of course). She supervised pre-teachers when they were student teaching in 

public schools. She is currently admitted to the University of Arizona, to begin her PhD 

in Special Education in the Fall. 

 In school and college Amal had very tough teachers. They were strict and had a 

rigid relationship with their students, and there were no communication tools. She said, “I 

cannot remember any college professor who came to class with a smile and asked us how 

things were going or even tried to open conversation with us.” On the other hand, in her 

Master's degree, she built good friendships with her professors. She said, “I value good 

relationships between teachers and students. Our cultural understanding of friendship 

between teachers and students is very different than in the American culture. Here, 

teachers still respect you, even when you are very close to them, but there, not so much. 

Thus, I am kind of forced to put some distance between me and my students, but at the 

same time, I understand that some students might need special attention.”  

        Amal's experience attending public school was that the primary goal of Saudi 

schools was memorization, whereas it was different in US. She could not remember any 

of her Saudi public school teachers using a learning-centered approach or ever 

participating in a project in school. She did remember that some teachers had the ability 

to transfer the information from the book to the students in ways that made it effortless to 

get the best grade on exams. The teachers’ role, in her experience, was limited to 

explaining the book's information without allowing students to ask questions or 

participate in class discussions. She said, “If I wanted to compare learning experiences in 

US and in Saudi Arabia, I would have to compare my own experience with my daughter's 

school experience. My daughter is in high school. She is engaged in doing projects and 
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assignments based on her needs and she can be very creative. Her work here in high 

school compares to that of a college student in our country. Our school system did not 

prepare us to be a college students or for future careers. There have been small changes 

since my high school years, but students still mostly attend classes with traditional 

teachers’ roles”.   

             However, she had a very different learning experience when she gained her 

Master's degree in Special Education in the U.S. from Salem College; she was the learner 

who researched information by herself, rather than waiting for the professors to tell it to 

her. Her professors assisted her learning, guided her to good paths. She said, “In my 

Master's, I saw the difference in an American education.  Here, professors have flexibility 

in dealing with students. For example, if I did not get the point in the first time, they were 

happy to redirect me; for example, when I did first reflection paper I did not do it right. 

All what I did is a summary which is not right but the professors teach me how to write a 

reflection paper and make me connect things together and how to say my opinion to 

produce a reflection paper. However, in Saudi Arabia, that would be a big problem. 

Professors in Saudi Arabia don’t give students the support or motivation, even today. 

Nevertheless, I, myself, use as many learning strategies as possible with my student 

teachers in Saudi Arabia. I want to make them independent learners. I told them. ‘You are 

not students anymore; you are learners.  I can support you. I can lead you to the right 

ways, but I am not going to feed everything to you like in school’.” She has seen slight 

improvement in the college where she teaches now, “but it is still not at the same level I 

saw in the U.S.”.  
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 On the other hand, she was critical of her English learning experience in the U.S. 

because she saw teachers who used a lot of teaching strategies, yet did not give their 

students enough time to think about the topic. She considers the most important skill in 

teaching to be the ability to bring students' attention to the classroom and engage them in 

real discussions to improve their understanding, a skill which most of her teachers in her 

English Language Learning experience did not seem to possess.   

 Her teaching experience in Saudi Arabia was different, based on her learning 

background. Amal said, “Ever since I did my teaching practice in my college, my friends 

have commented on my skills in teaching. They always asked me to explain the class 

topics to them. They told me that I have the ability to move them from point to point 

without confusing them or losing their attention. Also, my teaching evaluation in the 

practicum course was full marks because of my high teaching skills.” 

 When she taught a year of middle school, she used traditional teaching methods, 

but she liked to start her class with interesting ideas to attract her students' attention. She 

felt that there were no true engagement learning processes in her class. However, her 

teaching methods changed once she earned her Master's in the U.S. and developed her 

teaching beliefs. Now she uses new teaching strategies based on discussion as a whole 

class or in small groups and she uses questions to develop her students' critical thinking 

about how to apply theories in real life. She is convinced that she already had teaching 

skills before going to US, but that studying in the U.S. gave her the impetus and 

techniques to apply her skills.  

 Amal still sees professors in her department in Saudi Arabia using traditional 

teaching methods. Especially in public school, there are a lot of teachers who use 
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traditional methods and change only when someone visits their classrooms. She said, “I 

want students to understand that they can use any of the teaching practices we study in 

school, that they should choose different teaching strategies in class because they want 

their students to understand. When I go to observe my students in their teaching practice, 

the first thing I notice is that most public school teachers don’t change their style of 

teaching unless someone is visiting them. Then they use group discussions or a 

collaborative learning strategy. Thus, I insist that my pre-teachers use student learning 

centered strategies from our textbook. I have selected a book for them that has 40 

teaching strategies for use in Special Education. They may use any of these strategies in 

their student teaching. I ask them later in their evaluation why they chose a specific 

strategy and what their class plan is and about individual learning plans. I want them to 

recognize that there are differences between students and as teachers we need to pay 

attention to that.” Amal believes that improvement will come; it just needs some time to 

see much difference in Saudi public schools. 

Hanan 

 Hanan is 28 years old. She is currently a Ph.D. student in SLAT at the University 

of Arizona. She went to private schools from elementary to high school in Saudi Arabia. 

Her undergraduate degree in Translation at King Saud University in Saudi Arabia. While 

there, she volunteered in summer programs, teaching English. In the beginning, she 

wanted to teach children, then she moved on to teach adults in the same center for the 

summer. After she graduated from college, she became a teachers' assistant in King Saud 

University in the Health Science Department. She stayed there one semester, but because 

she had just graduated, she was not allowed to teach by herself. She assisted other 
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teachers and watched them get experience in how to teach. Her university had regulations 

for teachers’ assistants, including to find a university to continue their higher education 

and to support teachers by helping with grading, class materials and activities. Then she 

was admitted into the US to earn her MA in Teaching English as a Second Language. 

Between finishing her Master's and her accepted into a Ph.D. Program, she taught one 

year of General English to pre-medicine students in Saudi Arabia, teaching them the 

English language in their preparation program. 

 Hanan's private schools used intensive English curricula and taught physical 

education, which is unusual in Saudi public schools or lower-level private schools. She 

described her learning experience by saying, “The students were kind of spoiled. The 

teachers screamed and yelled a lot, but it wasn't a huge problem, like in public school. 

We interacted with teachers sometimes, informally, but that was outside of class when 

there was an extra activity related to the school and the teachers joined us. We had fun 

interacting with other students and teachers without the strain of public schools.” Her 

private school taught them how to be creative and involved them in engaging activities 

integrated with the lectures.  

However, her Saudi college learning environment was the traditional teaching 

method where the teachers lectured all the time, over and over. There was always a 

distance between teachers and students that the students couldn't cross. She felt that her 

professors always wanted to show their personality, not their teaching styles. She said, “I 

remember that I had an incident with one teacher when I drank chocolate milk in class. 

Of course, you know the rules in the KSA, eating and drinking in class while the teacher 

is in is not allowed. I knew the rule, but I didn't think that drinking some chocolate milk 
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will be such a big issue and a problem. So, that should illustrate for you how different the 

small details are between US and Saudi classrooms.” 

 During her teaching assistantship in Saudi Arabia, she observed three American 

teachers, one in Oral Communication, and two in Writing, and an elderly Egyptian 

teacher who taught Reading, all in the English language. The elderly Egyptian professor 

used traditional methods. Even before Hanan came to the US, she learned a lot about 

teaching methods by observing the American teachers. Two of the American teachers did 

not have Ph.D.’s They were Muslims, so they actively attempted to integrate what they 

knew about Islam into their classroom, teaching topics adapted to the Saudi culture and 

religion. The other American teacher was not a Muslim, but she also adapted the 

material, trying to engage students in learning activities. They worked cooperatively with 

each other.  

 Hanan's learning experience in the U.S. surprised her. The first thing she noticed 

and liked was the good relationship between students and the professors. She said, “It is 

like a friendship, not what we are used to back home; it is totally different. There are 

responsibilities and red lines with respect to each other.” In addition, to the good 

relationships, she likes the common theme that she has seen in American classes, which 

is that both the students and the professors are learners, each learning from the other. She 

likes how most U.S. teachers are very organized and how they can modify and adjust the 

rubric for individual students to meet their needs. 

            Hanan taught about a year of General English to pre-medicine students in Saudi 

Arabia after she finished her Master's degree, but she used modern teaching strategies. 

She used to tell her students to do a presentation to improve their oral and communication 
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skills by presenting in front of other students. She found that students resisted this 

requirement. They even went to the administration and complained about her teaching 

style. However, she did not listen to them and insisted that they do the assignment. She 

said, “I was really surprised at their topics. It was really amazing work! They worked so 

hard and collaborated and engaged with each presenter by asking questions, and later, 

they came to me and thanked me for making them to do it.” Thus, she proved to herself 

that Saudi students are able to achieve high-level tasks when they have the proper 

motivation and support. She also tried to bring interesting topics to discuss in the first 10 

minutes in the class period because she thinks that students want to talk and express their 

opinions with their teachers. She believes that she can create a fun class, not the usual, 

boring class, but one that will bring her students' attention to learning. Hanan said, “One 

time the head of our department came to my class when I was teaching to observe me. 

She gave me some feedback, but not that much. She liked the way I taught and she told 

me not to hesitate if I needed more help.” 

Nouf 

Nouf is 30 years old.  She studied K-12 in public schools in Saudi Arabia.  She 

went to Kuwait University in Kuwait to study Special Education for her BA because at 

that time there were no Special Education majors available in her city’s college. After 

graduation she went to study abroad in England to garn a MA. also in Special Education. 

Nouf started teaching after getting her Master's degree. She taught children for one year 

in the Children's Down Syndrome Center in Jubail City. Then she got hired full time to 

lecture in the Education College in Jubail. She had taught Special Education to undergrad 
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students for 3 years when her college sent her to the University of Arizona to earn her 

PhD in Special Education, which she will begin in Fall 2016.  

Nouf did not see any difference between schools in Saudi Arabia and college in 

Kuwait. All of the teaching she received was based on memorization. When she was a 

student, her teachers didn't care if she understood the content; they only cared that she be 

present in class. Her public school teachers used the traditional method of explaining 

what is in the textbook, writing it on the black board, and, finally, giving the students 

homework. Some teachers would let students practice in class to test their understanding 

of the topic. There were no real engagement strategies to challenge the students or to 

attract their attention. She said, “I had to be in the class, even when I was not there 

mentally; the teachers didn’t require active participation from us, so it didn't matter. They 

wanted us to be silent, unless they suddenly asked you questions to examine you, but 

most didn't care, as long as you did not interrupt the class. You had to sit in your chair the 

whole time and not move; even when the teachers left the classroom, you had to remain 

silent.  You couldn't talk or discuss anything, even with the person next to you.” Thus, 

her classroom environment was based on the teachers’ commands. Students couldn't talk 

unless the teachers asked for an answer.  

Nouf had the same experience in her undergraduate study in Kuwait. Classes were 

mostly lecture and recalling the textbook information to pass the exam. She did, however, 

write one final paper and turn in a project as requirements for graduation. She mentioned 

that some of her teachers did not take their students’ question seriously and that they 

made fun of them in front of the class. She said, “When I wanted to ask a question, I had 

to consider carefully whether to ask it because teachers would sometimes misinterpret 
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me, especially in math. I'll never forget this one: Once, in math, we had a math problem 

and I used a different strategy to solve it, but I got the same answer as the teacher. The 

teacher refused to acknowledge my solution because it did not match her method of 

solving the problem. She rejected my solution without explanation why. I was the student 

who liked to think and solve problems based in my own understanding, but I never had 

teachers who would encourage me to think or support my efforts. I liked to look things 

up, but I think the learning environment did not accept or welcome it.” 

Her learning experience developed when she studied in London. She said, “Their 

educational system was totally different than ours. Teachers in Saudi Arabia, or even in 

Kuwait, always told us what we had to do in the classroom or in an assignment. For 

example, for my final graduation project in Kuwait, I worked step by step with a friend 

going back and forth to our professor, asking her about our work.  We always needed her 

to say ' Yes, go ahead' and 'That is correct'; that was our system. However, in the UK, 

when the teacher for my first research paper asked us to write an outline. I contacted her 

to ask about my work, to see if it was correct. She said, 'What do you think? Write what 

you think is correct.' I was very surprised. Then she said, 'Do what you think is right and 

support it with ideas that prove it is right.' Her answer changed the way I thought, 

especially discovering that there was no wrong answer.”  

 Studying in London, Nouf learned to be independent on her learning path. She 

learned time management skills and how to benefit from time. The classroom was 

different than classrooms she attended up until then. She said, “There is no rule in the UK 

learning classroom environment. I learned that it was my responsibility to learn and that 

if you wanted to learn, you would get to class early. Thus, her teaching objective is to 
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transfer all the skills she learned in London to her student teachers in Saudi Arabia. She 

wants to teach them that attending class and learning in class is the students’ 

responsibility, not the teachers’ responsibility. She said, “I always tell my students that 

coming to class is their decision. If you want to learn, you will come on time; and if you 

come late, it will affect your learning. I tell them not to come to my office later and 

expect me to tell them what happened in class while they were not there. It is my 

responsibility to attend the class and theirs as well. So I don't give irresponsible students 

my extra time in the office. That is my own time.”  

Nouf believes that whenever teachers tell their students their responsibilities they 

will do their best to live up to them. She knows it is true based on her real life experience 

with her students. She likes to tell her her students in Saudi Arabia her role on the first 

day of school and explain to them what she expects them to do. She explains how she 

will respect the class by coming to class on time. She reminds them that they both have 2 

hours in class to discuss and talk about the subject and that these 2 hours is their time 

together, so she is not able to give them additional time from her own time simply 

because they don’t show up in class for whatever reason. She uses the No Wrong Answer 

learning strategy that she learned in London. She said, “My goal in teaching is to transfer 

to my students the idea that there is no right or wrong answer. For example, I gave them 

research question that they could do in groups or as individuals. While they prepared the 

assignment, they came to my office hours to ask me for approval of their work. But my 

answer is always, 'Put down your own words as you believe they are true.' I actually want 

to teach them this strategy because it taught me so much. Before I put myself on a strict 
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path, but now my mind is very open. I can read and write about anything. I choose 

whatever make sense to my mind and, of course, support it with evidence.”                 

Nouf's teaching methods in Saudi Arabia are based on class discussions and 

engaging students in research and projects that they choose. “Sometimes I make them 

participate in online discussions; I write up some common issues to start our discussion in 

class, or make small groups think of a solution during class time.” She said, “I don’t like 

the traditional methods of our college, which is lecture, lecture, including PowerPoint 

slides. I feel that information presented in this way will be forgotten as soon as students 

leave the class door. I prefer to hear from my students and discuss real life with real life 

examples. When I studied in Kuwait, I studied information from a book, which was 

totally different than real life situations. Information from a book is very logical; it is like 

steps 1, 2, and 3. But real life is more complex, and students need to face and deal with 

this complexity. I need to balance engaging them with real life and books. I like to have 

them watch documentaries, then let them think about them and discuss them.” Nouf sees 

that her role as a teacher is to direct and supervise students, but not to teach them. She 

helps them by providing extra and helpful learning resources, but the learning is their 

responsibility. She wants them to be independent, not to be asking her about every single 

fact in the book.  

Nouf also mentioned that her students compare between her as a teacher and her 

relationship with them with other teachers, especially the ones who haven't studied 

abroad. She lets students express themselves in the learning process, instead of placing 

them in a harsh learning environment. She said, “There was a group of students that went 

to Social Services in our college and asked, 'Why don’t you ask Teacher Nouf to do a 
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workshop for the other teachers about dealing with and treating students. We like her way 

of teaching and how she engages us in the classroom”.  She did two workshops at the 

college's and students' requests, but she was not happy with the outcome. She said, “I did 

two workshops about how to treat students and how to teach struggling students. The 

workshop didn't have any effect because the professors were required to attend. They had 

no inspiration from inside.”  

Sometimes the students are hard to control. Part of it might be their age; most of 

them are teenagers. They like her way of teaching and they prefer it to that of other 

teachers, but she has issues with students spending time in class talking off-topic and 

with students not recognizing her boundaries as a teacher, which can be a bigger issue to 

face. She said, “It is hard to control. Unfortunately, in our culture, students don’t respect 

your time. They think that whenever that you are in your office it means that you are free 

to talk to them. I give them my office hours and my email so they can email me questions 

or stop by if they want to discuss things. I do that because, first of all, I want to focus and 

teach them to respect other people's time and their own time. For example, if they tell me 

that they will come to the office at 2:00, they have to be in my office by 2. If they come 

by at 2:20 instead, I make sure I am not there. I am out of my office because I was 

waiting for half hour and that is just wasting my time. Sometimes I do things that do not 

teach them the subject, but that teach them manners. It might be called my hidden 

curriculum.” 

Foz 

Foz is 30 years old. She studied K-12 in Islamic public schools in Saudi Arabia. 

She went to Umm Alqura University in Saudi Arabia to study Computer Science. While 
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there, she was a volunteer in a 2-month Summer Program for children teaching Islamic 

Studies and Behavior. For 2 months, she had opportunity to teach grad students how to 

use the internet in scholarly research, also as a volunteer. 

After she graduated from Umm Alqura, she got a part time job in the King Abdul-

Aziz University in Saudi Arabia to teach Computer Skills to freshmen students. She only 

taught Computer Skills for two months because she was hired full time at the Center for 

Teaching and Learning Development, which is also at the King Abdul-Aziz University. 

However, she didn't teach long there either because she was hired in the middle of the 

semester, then they sent her to study her Master's in the U.S. 

Foz earned her MA from LRC department at the College of Education at the 

University of Arizona. She focused on new literacy and how to respect and understand 

other cultures through the use of social media. When she went back in Saudi Arabia, after 

her Master's, she upgraded her scholarship because she was accepted into the PhD 

program of the same department. Obviously, she hasn't accrued any teaching experience 

during all these years of study in US. However, she is very eager to apply all that she has 

learned in her teaching. Currently, she is writing her dissertation. When she returns to 

King Abdu-Aziz University, she will be transferred to the Educational Technology 

department, where she will have her own classes. 

She described her learning experience in the Islamic public schools by saying, “It 

was based on memorizing information all the time until high school which doesn’t mean 

that you have to understand the content to be promoted, you just have to remember the 

information in the book or what the teacher told you.” However, in her learning 

experience in the Saudi computer science college, Foz had a mixture of professors, some 
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of whom followed the same methods, the traditional methods, based on memorization, 

but she also had the chance to work with others who didn't emphasize the exams as much. 

“They cared more about my work and how much I got the content during the semester.”  

The biggest difference Foz saw between learning in the U.S. and Saudi Arabia 

was in the goal of teaching. She said, “I didn’t have the chance to study my undergrad in 

the U.S., but the goal of teaching in grad school is different here; here professors care 

about what you need to learn, how you adapt and manage your study, and finally, how 

you connect your study with your job or your interests and future goals. I mean, they care 

about how you will benefit from the content in the focus areas you are interested in. 

Basically, this is the difference between here and there, back home. However, studying 

here changed my concept about success in learning. Back home, all I cared about was 

getting the best grade, but here I am more concerned about what I will get from a course. 

Also, if I wanted to compare school experiences, I would have to report my daughter’s 

experience. My daughter did not have a lot of daily homework, she only had homework 

on the weekend. She learned by doing; that was what her teachers focused on. But back 

home, we focused on memorization and daily homework.” Thus, Foz's experience, and 

her daughter's, emphasized the different teaching methods; in her school, her teachers 

explained things over and over using different words. That is all she remembered about 

her school. Her teachers didn't try to review the difficult parts and clarify them for 

students in the next class, although her teachers did bring visual aids and artifacts as 

teaching tools. Her schools had a lab for science class, but students did not have to share 

their ideas and talk, they only listened to the teachers’ explanation.  
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Foz's classroom environment in the Saudi public school was the traditional 

classroom, the environment where mostly the teachers talked and students listened. Foz 

said, “There were some teachers who were very friendly and caring toward their students’ 

and others who were not, those who only cared about when they would finish the course. 

The teachers who only cared about finishing up the curriculum in a specific time, they did 

not give students enough time to ask questions during class. I remember once I asked a 

math teacher in high school, actually it was not question, I showed her another solution to 

solve an equation. I asked her if we needed to go over the solution. I had another idea, I 

was not sure if it was right, but I got the same final answer as the one that the teacher told 

us to use. She said; “No no, you have to follow the same process.” That also happened in 

chemistry. Every time students said something new, wondered about anything, or brought 

up ideas, such teachers didn't encourage us to think deeply or even said, “Good 

question!” They liked us with our mouths shut and said that we needed to learn the 

process that they showed us, which meant, memorizing it. On the other hand, there were 

a few teachers who actually explained things, answered our questions, and encouraged 

questions from us.” Basically, the environment was teacher-centered, rather than student-

centered.  

Foz could not remember any interesting activities in subjects like religion, Arabic 

and history; in these classes, teachers used mostly traditional tools and maps. She did 

remember that her English teachers used attractive maps and visual ideas because they 

wanted students to understand what they had learned in this lesson by associating the 

picture with the word. English and science teachers were her most creative teachers. They 
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played games and brought stuff into class to show students, especially the English 

teachers. 

Foz said, “My major, computer science, was a new major at the time. Thus, they 

tried to input new strategies into their teaching. They used the English language and 

tested us in English, even if our English was not very good. They did not care, as long as 

we provided the right answers in our assignments. The classroom was still mostly lecture, 

but there were some activities, such as collecting data from other departments, which was 

our graduation project and did improve our computer skills. They provided us with a 

workshop to give us the tools and skills to be successful in that final project.  By the way, 

the professor I worked with for my undergrad major was a graduate from the US and he 

really did use creative ideas for students' final projects for graduation.”  

Thus, at the Saudi college level Foz did have some professors who liked to ask 

questions and who encouraged students to ask questions, too, but there were some older 

and foreign professors who did not like questions, who were angered when students 

asked them. Foz didn’t think that giving students time to think and ask questions about a 

topic is based on the subject that a teacher teaches, but rather that it is based completely 

on a teachers’ teaching philosophy whether she wants students to understand the content 

or memorize it.  

Foz's teaching experience in Saudi Arabia was short, only 2 months She said, “I 

wish I could go back and change the way I taught! I taught the same way I was taught in 

school. I used the traditional teaching method and I focused on finishing the curriculum 

in the limited time allotted, especially since I was a Teaching Assistant and not 

responsible for writing the exam questions. So, I needed to explain each step in the books 
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for the students because I didn’t want them to blame me after the exam. I had 2 parts in 

the course, the lecture and the lab., I don’t remember that I ever gave them the chance to 

ask questions or chat with me during the lecture. The lab, maybe, was more interactive 

because each of the students sat at a computer and I showed them how to do stuff and 

they did it all at the same time. I made sure they understood the steps before moving on 

to the next. In that lab, I remember that some students already had some computer 

knowledge, so I asked them to explain things to their classmates out loud if they had an 

explanation that was different than mine. I used discussion group on the college website 

with my students where they could interact with each other. This strategy might be the 

best thing that I did. It was my first experience teaching and nobody told me anything 

about it or even what I should do. All they said to me was, “This is the course.” I didn’t 

have any teaching experience or background in teaching philosophies.” 

Aisha 

Aisha is 32 years old. For her elementary school, she was in an International 

American school in Saudi Arabia; then she went to Saudi public middle school and high 

school. She studied her BA at Taif University in Saudi Arabia as an English major. As 

soon as she graduated, she got accepted into an MA program in Educational Psychology 

at the same University. While she studied her Master's she was a teaching assistant in the 

English department for 2 years. After her Master's she got a teaching position as a 

lecturer in the Psychology department at Taif University for 2 years. Then she moved to 

Umm Alqura University in Saudi Arabia to get her first PhD in Educational Psychology, 

which she earned in 2015.  Now she is studying for her second PhD at the University of 

Arizona in Psychology of education. 
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Aisha doesn't remember much about her educational experience before college. 

However, one thing she does remember is that when she was in the international school, 

she never took her syllabus home; she did the assignments and homework in class, and 

she had to finish everything before going home at 5 pm.  Also, in the international school 

she was more free to do what she wanted to do in class; but in the public school, she 

could not move around. Aisha said, “In public school, moving was regulated. I had to sit 

in my chair and shut my mouth all day. I had difficulty, with keeping my mouth shut, 

because I was really active.” When she was in high school, she worked on a car battery 

project that was not required for class, but it was a kind of competitive motivation 

program for gifted students, which she was. She went to the Ministry of Education and 

presented her project under her school's name; then a committee from the Ministry of 

Education evaluated the project. She won the competition.   

Aisha’s teaching experience in Saudi Arabia was based on her learning 

experience. She said, “I taught undergrad when I was Master's student, the same subject I 

learned in class, and I taught it the same way I was taught. I started class with, 'No one 

can speak. I am the only one who can talk.', and the only thing that the students were 

required to do was to memorize the content and do their best on the exam. That was all. I 

think, when I go back to Saudi Arabia, I will teach the students the way that makes sense 

to me because there are some things in the U.S. that did not make sense to me and I don’t 

want to apply them in my class. For example, most classes in the U.S. are based on 

discussion but if we notice that the discussions many times moved to different topics that 

not really related to our topic. Students starting discussion by bring up some social, 
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personal or experience issue to the discussion which I don’t like. My future class will be 

discussion-based but it will be more structured than some I have seen here in U.S.”  

Aisha saw the teaching objective in the U.S. as mostly based on promoting 

thinking, rather than memorization. She said, “Even though in my PhD in Saudi Arabia 

professors said their courses were based on discussion, it wasn't really true. Actually, in 

their tests they never asked questions that addressed your higher thinking; they asked 

questions that addressed your memorization. My Master's was from a different university 

in Saudi Arabia, but the teaching style was the same at both universities, based on 

memorization. They address the content in questions, but the questions addressed your 

lower thinking, rather than higher thinking. For example, I studied behaviorism in Saudi 

Arabia and in the U.S. Here, they gave us an example to test and analyze the theory and 

demonstrate how we could apply it in real life. But there, their exam questions would be 

to explain the elements of the theory and provide some examples not discussed in the 

professor's lecture. The professor should be responsible for challenging students and 

teaching them how to apply theories outside the school context and how to succeed in 

life. Most of the professors are Egyptians and Jordanians; we do have some Saudi 

professors who address some level of higher thinking skills, but it is still not to the same 

level as here. I believe this is because the curriculum itself doesn’t apply critical thinking 

skills.”  

In other aspects, Aisha's learning environment in Saudi Arabia was perfect; she 

even described easy access to professors. The only issue that concerned her was the way 

that discussions were not organized and that the class was not based on critical thinking 

skills. In her Master's program, she had professors who were very supportive and pushed 
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her toward working with them to develop her skills. However, she was not happy with 

their support. According to her, “Their support was not public. They would work with 

me, but they never publically said that they were working with me because I was good 

and they wanted credit for my work. It didn't matter to me much but I feel it can 

encourage some students.” 

In terms of the classroom environment and teachers’ role in Saudi public schools, 

she said, “Teachers expect students to do their assignments, to participate, but not talk, to 

receive the textbook information. That was it through my undergraduate degree. Of 

course, in graduate classes you have to talk and share your experience with the class, but 

with limitations. The problem is that in Saudi Arabia, teachers believe that their only 

responsibility is to teach you the content, and that is enough. I think it is important to be 

creative and teach students how to use their critical thinking skills. Teachers in Saudi 

Arabia don’t care about this and they do not tell the students how to achieve this level of 

thinking. They are very busy covering the content and they believe other goals are 

secondary matters. They only focus on explaining the content, which does take a lot of 

time.” 

Aisha recommended that students in Saudi Arabia be higher thinkers and learn to 

use critical thinking before entering college, especially graduate studies. She 

recommended changing the way that teachers teach from traditional teaching strategies to 

more discussion-based strategies that focus on the students’ ideas more than the teachers’ 

ideas, student-centered rather than teacher-centered.  
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Njoud  

Njoud is 29 years old. She studied in public schools in Saudi Arabia until high 

school, when she attended a Saudi private high school. Her BA was in Educational 

Computer Science at Education College in Riyadh. While she was a student there, she 

was required to teach Computer Skills in public schools as a practicum course. She taught 

only 6 classes for her practicum courses. After getting her BA, she got a full-time job as a 

teacher in a Saudi public high school. She taught high school for one year there, then she 

quit when her husband travelled to the US. Once in the U.S., she was admitted to a 

Leadership Master's program for a year, then her husband was sent to Tucson, where she 

was admitted into the LRC program in the College of Education at the University of 

Arizona. She explained that she changed departments when she realized that Leadership 

courses would not benefit her as a teacher. So, she changed her focus to how to improve 

teachers' use of technology in the classroom. She got her MA in LRC last Spring. 

As for her learning experience, she received all of her Saudi schooling in the 

traditional method. The teacher was responsible for telling her what was important to 

remember for the exam. She did not receive new or interesting teaching methods, even in 

her college classes. She asserted that in her Computer Science classes, the professors 

used some unusual teaching methods, making the student do all the learning steps by 

themselves in learning computer problem solving. Thus, she was meeting with her friend 

to do group study but not required from her college. They studied together to help each 

other understand the given tasks. She also noticed that other subjects’ professors, such as 

Arabic, English, History and Religion, only lectured.  
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Before her experience in the U.S., she used only the traditional teaching method 

of lecturing her students. Even in her lab class, she did not think of holding group 

discussions or of any engagement strategies, she still lectured, letting her students watch 

her explain the steps in Computer Skills.  

 Njoud's perspective of the differences between learning in U.S. and Saudi Arabia 

is that teachers in the U.S. motivate students and encourage them to be creative by letting 

them ask questions, hear other opinions and read resources besides the textbook. She 

said, “I did not study my undergrad here, but based on my observation in different 

classes, I see how they have flipped the classroom environment.” Now Njoud is 

interested in going back to teach in Saudi Arabia and adopt technology tools to use with 

her students. She focused on making animation videos and how that impacts developing 

learning skills.  

Samira  

 Samira is a 30 years old. She was in public school all her life. She majored in 

History for her BA. While she was a student in Saudi Arabia, she was required to teach 6 

History classes in public schools as a practicum course. After getting her BA, she got a 

full-time job as a teacher in a private high school.  She taught for only 7 months in the 

school, then she quit because she did not like the teaching environment in private schools. 

She got her full-time job in a social agency office. Now she is studying English language 

in the Center for English as a Second Language at the University of Arizona. She is 

looking for a Master's program at the U of A that fits her needs. 

Samira was in the traditional learning environment that most Saudi students her 

age received in public school. She told me that there were teachers in her learning 
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experience that didn't have any teaching skills regarding how to deal with students' needs. 

She experienced that kind of teacher until she went to college. She has never worked on a 

research paper or a project. Her entire education has been based on exams and 

memorization.  

Upon questioning, she explained that the reason she quit teaching in Saudi private 

schools was because the schools didn't give her the authority to do what she wanted in 

her classroom. She said, “The school’s principal kept telling me every single step I had to 

take.  They wanted me to give the students full marks, even when the student didn't 

deserve it. They wanted to please the students more than they wanted to please me. It was 

impossible for me to remain in a school with such unethical practices.” However, this 

private school did send her to some workshops to develop her teaching skills. Thus, she 

was implementing modern strategies in her class. She said, “I used to tell my students to 

do research on a specific topic and come next day and present it to the other students.” 

 Before coming to the U.S., she had never experienced the joy of learning. She had 

learned some modern teaching strategies, but when she saw how she herself learned in 

the English center, how her children were learning, and that even her husband had a 

different attitude toward learning, she began to believe in them. She feels that teachers in 

the U.S. use strategies that bring students' attention in the classroom, engaging students in 

activities that generate critical thinking and creative skills. She noticed that teachers do 

not use a single teaching method all of the time. She said, “I was really concerned about 

my daughters and their learning experience here in the U.S. They will get a horrible 

shock when they face educational life back home.” She told me her children like their 

elementary school, where their teachers use various strategies in the classroom, such as 



	

	

145	

teaching tools, body language, playing, and other strategies to engage them in the 

classroom. She said, “There are small things that make my daughters love school, such as 

watching movies, Pajama day and playing with their teachers in the school garden. It's a 

small and easy strategy that teachers could apply anywhere and make their students 

happy, especially elementary kids. I don’t know why our teachers back home have to be 

so strict and serious with our kids. I just don't think they have a passion for teaching.” 

Reem  

 Reem is a 26 years old. She was in public school all her life in Saudi Arabia. She 

has a history BA from King Faisal University. She is now a Master's student at the same 

university. She does not have job yet, but she has a few months of teaching experience 

through her practicum course. 

 Reem's learning experience was the same as in most public schools in Saudi 

Arabia. The methods were more regulated, but her teachers were more flexible and 

respectful than others have reported. She indicated that her teachers’ role was as a leader 

and guide; telling students when and where they could listen and participate. Her teachers 

expected students to read the lesson before coming to class and usually gave them 

worksheets to work on in class.  

This was her school learning experience until her Master's. She told me that her 

Master's classes are a little bit different than before, but the dominant opinion in the class 

is still the professor’s opinion. Their classes are based on discussion facilitated by the 

professor or students, in addition to a final research paper or exam in each subject.  She 

struggled in dealing with professors. She said, "As Master's students, we do not have 

good committees that sit with you and discuss your thesis topic; you have to think of and 
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plan everything by yourself. We have an adviser, but he doesn't guide us or help us - he 

has no idea what we are doing! Sometimes they reject your plan without giving you a 

good reason why or any explanation. You are so lucky if you find a professor who likes 

your topic and wants to work with you. Also, we don't have options for graduation, like 

other universities outside the country; we must write a thesis.  She told me that when she 

talked with some of her relative who study aboard she can tell the different between the 

two learning environments. She said, “Some of the teaching tools and strategy I feel it is 

obvious but I don’t know why our professors still restricted with traditional ways of 

teaching which is lecturing, discussion and final exam. I develop these teaching tools and 

strategies are based on my own observation that I notice from my classes and found out 

what students like or did not like as well as myself.”  

 Based on her learning experience, she thinks her future classroom will be based 

on open discussion and respecting each other’s opinion because she has noticed from the 

way that students interact with each other that her Master's program doesn’t teach 

respecting each other’s opinion.  

Fatimah  

Fatimah is a 29 years old. Fatimah studied in public schools in Saudi Arabia until 

high school, when she attended a Saudi private high school. Her BA was in History at 

King Faisal University. While she was a student, she was required to teach history in 

public schools as a practicum course. She taught only 6 classes for her practicum courses. 

After getting her BA she got a full-time job as a teaching assistant in the College of 

History at King Faisal University, where she was required to studying a Master's degree 
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in order to be a lecturer.  Now she is working on her Master's thesis, which is in Islamic 

History, while she continues as a teaching assistant. 

Fatimah has been a teacher's assistant for 6 years in History department at King 

Faisal University in Saudi Arabia. She taught required courses for one semester. Since 

then, she has been teaching general courses in history for the different levels in the 

college. She has attended some workshops in teaching methods and in the academic 

advising role, in order to develop her teaching skills, but these workshops were not 

mandatory from her college. 

 Fatimah received all of her schooling in the traditional method. The teacher was 

responsible for telling her what was important to remember for the exam. She said, “In 

my high school, I never saw any special methods used. The only differences between the 

public schools I attended and the private high school was that the teachers gave us 

summaries of the textbook to study for the exam, instead of studying the whole book and 

we could take an exam over if we did not get a full mark, which is common in private 

schools.”  

Nevertheless, her teaching experience in Saudi Arabia is more based on modern 

strategies, such as read, think and discuss. She said, “I attend many workshops in 

teaching and education before I have my teaching job. I love teaching that why I was 

looking to develop my teaching skills in addition to the fact that I am not well satisfy 

with the teaching approach that I received in my learning experience”. She used group 

discussions in her classes and connected topics with real life examples to engage students 

in learning. Besides these strategies, she let her students’ develop their skills in taking 

notes of her lectures and turning in a summary to her. She said, “My teaching strategy 



	

	

148	

changes from time to time based on the topic goal. I do tell stories, since I teach Islamic 

history, and I give students a question to let them search for the answer from different 

resources, such as from the internet or books in the library, and give them a chance to 

work together as a team and then do a presentation.” 

To Fatimah, the role of a teacher is to direct and guide students to be independent 

learners, instead of parroting the information in the book, as well as to train a new 

generation how to find knowledge by themselves, rather than waiting for someone to 

inform them. She is aware of the differences of learning ability between students. Thus, 

she is giving her students different assignment based on their needs.   She recommends 

that teachers have knowledge about modern teaching strategies and how to implement 

them in the classroom. She thinks that engaging students in the learning process produces 

the most powerful outcome. She said, “One time I was observing a school teacher’s 

classroom and I saw that she had so much difficulty implementing a modern teaching 

strategy that she could not manage the students. Her only strategy then became 

controlling the students.” 

Fatimah did not have the opportunity to study abroad, but she realizes that the 

learning and teaching objectives in Saudi Arabia and the US are different, based on what 

she has noticed in other teachers who have studied abroad. She said, “Unfortunately, the 

objective here in Saudi Arabia is still the same; it has not changed. Teachers give students 

the information in the book to memorize for the exam. Teachers do student learning 

centered strategies only to meet the requirements of the new educational reforms, but not 

to develop students’ skills. Our students’ still lack creative skills, critical thinking skills, 
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and problem-solving skills because teachers do not address them either in their 

engagement strategies or in their exam questions.” 

Haifa 

 Haifa is a 27 years old. All of her school experience was in public schools in 

Saudi Arabia. She has a BA in History at King Faisal University. While there, she had to 

practice teaching in public schools, which she did a few times during the last two years of 

her study. After her graduation, she got a teaching assistant position in the History 

Department of King Faisal University. Besides her job's responsibility to teach undergrad 

students, she is also required to study a Master's degree. She has been teaching undergrad 

history students for almost three years. She teaches some general courses and one 

required course to freshmen History students.  

 Haifa’s school learning environment was based on memorization and very 

teacher-centered. Her teachers would bring some learning tools to help students 

understand the content, such as maps and visual aids. Her school had a lab for science 

class, where they could go sometimes to do experiments. Also, some of her Arabic 

teachers took them to the school’s library to have class, but without letting them discover 

or touch the library’s books. Her teachers motivated students by giving them a simple gift 

at the end of the semester if they earned a full mark on their final. She said, “The 

relationship between teachers and students was based on the teacher’s personality. There 

were some tough teachers that didn’t let us talk and there were others who talked to us 

and wanted to share ideas and give us advice.” 

  Her Saudi college learning experience was similar to school, primarily based on 

memorization, but she was more independent in developing her learning skills. She liked 
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to research about class topics besides reading the textbook. She realized that the textbook 

did not present issues from different points of view, so she did research instead of asking 

her professors.  

Haifa did not have the opportunity to study abroad but in her teaching experience, 

she has tried to apply different teaching strategies based on discussions with her students, 

until together they find a strategy that fits them all. She said, “We as a teachers required 

to use new teaching strategies based on our curriculum however not all my professors 

practicing these teaching strategies with us as students and I can’t force them to use these 

new strategies because I am student in their class I have less authority than them. Thus, I 

am trying to transfer what I would like to be in my class as student to my class as teacher 

where I have the authority that I can practice whatever approach I find it appropriate for 

my students”. She wants to improve her relationship with her students by letting them 

express their feeling, asking them how they want to learn and what their favorite 

strategies are. She believes that the teacher’s personality is the most important factor in 

making the classroom and learning environment fun and fruitful.  She said, “I was a 

student, and I know what it feels like to be excluded from making classroom decisions. 

So, I like to engage them with me when I want to apply new a strategy. Then I get their 

feedback after I finish the unit.” She likes involving her students in dialogue, discussion 

and sharing experiences through watching documentaries and connecting topics to real 

life experiences.  
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Cross-Case Comparison 

The learning and teaching experience that participants addressed in their 

responses in the first question illustrated a similar experience across all the participants. 

Thus, I decide to do cross-case comparison and indicated these themes: 

1. Learning methods in Saudi Schools. 

  Memorization 

Correct answers 

2. Relationships of teachers to students in Saudi schools 

3. Learning new teaching Approaches 

Experience of family members 

  Experience as Students 

  Trying out new teaching approaches 

Learning Methods in Saudi Schools 

Memorization of content knowledge and correct answers have been the main 

teaching approach that participants received in their learning experience in Saudi public 

schools. 

Memorization 

 Memorization was the biggest teaching approach that participants talked about in 

their schools’ experience in Saudi Arabia. Samira said, “My entire education has been 

based on exams and memorization”. Haifa also said that her school learning environment 

was based on “Memorization and very teacher-centered”. Moreover, Fatimah received all 

of her schooling in the traditional method. The teacher was responsible for telling her 

what was important to remember for the exam. She said, “In my high school, I never saw 
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any special methods used. The only differences between the public schools I attended and 

the private high school was that the teachers gave us summaries of the textbook to study 

for the exam, instead of studying the whole book and we could take an exam over if we 

did not get a full mark, which is common in private schools.” These are three examples of 

participants’ school experience  

Correct Answers  

The participants mentioned that most of their teachers see their role as guiding 

students and telling them the right answers without explanation. Foz said, “I remember 

once I asked a math teacher in high school, actually it was not question, I showed her 

another solution to solve an equation. I asked her if we needed to go over the solution. I 

had another idea, I was not sure if it was right, but I got the same final answer as the one 

that the teacher told us to use. She said; “No no, you have to follow the same process.” 

That also happened in chemistry. Every time students said something new, wondered 

about anything, or brought up ideas, such teachers didn't encourage us to think deeply or 

even said, “Good question!” They liked us with our mouths shut and said that we needed 

to learn the process that they showed us, which meant, memorizing it”. Njoud received 

all of her Saudi schooling in the traditional method. The teacher was responsible for 

telling her what was correct answer to remember for the exam. She said, “ I did not 

receive new or interesting teaching methods, even in my college classes”. 

Relationships of Teachers to Students in Saudi Schools 

The relationship between teachers and students in Saudi public schools was based 

on the teachers’ personality, on whether she accepted students’ comments or not. Haifa 

said, “The relationship between teachers and students was based on the teacher’s 
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personality. There were some tough teachers that didn’t let us talk and there were others 

who talked to us and wanted to share ideas and give us advice.”  Amal had very tough 

teachers in both levels of school and college. She said, “They were strict and had a rigid 

relationship with their students, and there were no communication tools. I cannot 

remember any college professor who came to class with a smile and asked us how things 

were going or even tried to open conversation with us.” Nouf said, “I had to be in the 

class, even when I was not there mentally; the teachers didn’t require active participation 

from us, so it didn't matter. They wanted us to be silent, unless they suddenly asked you 

questions to examine you, but most didn't care, as long as you did not interrupt the class. 

You had to sit in your chair the whole time and not move; even when the teachers left the 

classroom, you had to remain silent”. 

However, Aisha and Reem mentioned their relationship with their professors in 

college level where they had totally different experience. Reem said, "as Master's 

students, we do not have good committees that sit with you and discuss your thesis topic; 

you have to think of and plan everything by yourself. We have an adviser, but he doesn't 

guide us or help us - he has no idea what we are doing! Sometimes they reject your plan 

without giving you a good reason why or any explanation. You are so lucky if you find a 

professor who likes your topic and wants to work with you”. On the other hand, Aisha's 

learning environment in Saudi Arabia was positive; she even described easy access to 

professors. She said, “In my Master's program, I had professors who were very 

supportive and pushed me toward working with them to develop my skills”. 
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Learning New Teaching Approaches 

 Participants started recognize alternative teaching strategies as they maintaining 

their educational profession by taking master classes, teaching in schools or by noticing 

their family member’s learning experience.  

Experience as Students 

The participants’ learning experiences were different based on their educational 

background. Foz and Njoud were computer science majors and some of their professors 

in Saudi colleges engaged them in learning-centered strategies. For example, Foz had a 

mixture of professors, some of whom followed the same methods, the traditional 

methods, based on memorization, but she also had the chance to work with others who 

didn't emphasize the exams as much. She said, “They cared more about my work and 

how much I got the content during the semester.” Likewise, Njoud in her learning 

experience, did not receive new or interesting teaching methods, even in her college 

classes. She asserted that in her Computer Science classes, the professors used some 

unusual teaching methods, making the students do all the learning steps by themselves in 

learning computer problem solving. Thus, she was meeting with her friend to do group 

study not required from her college. They studied together to help each other understand 

the given tasks.  

On the other hand, Aisha has different learning experience since she was in 

graduate level in Saudi college. Aisha saw the teaching objective in the U.S. as mostly 

based on promoting thinking, rather than memorization. She said, “Even though in my 

PhD in Saudi Arabia professors said their courses were based on discussion, it wasn't 

really true. Actually, in their tests they never asked questions that addressed your higher 
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thinking; they asked questions that addressed your memorization. My Master's was from 

a different university in Saudi Arabia, but the teaching style was the same at both 

universities, based on memorization. They address the content in questions, but the 

questions addressed your lower thinking, rather than higher thinking. For example, I 

studied behaviorism in Saudi Arabia and in the U.S. Here, they gave us an example to 

test and analyze the theory and demonstrate how we could apply it in real life”.     

However, Amal had a very different learning experience when she gained her 

Master's degree in Special Education in the U.S. from Salem College; she was the learner 

who researched information by herself, rather than waiting for the professors to tell it to 

her. Her professors assisted her learning, guided her to good paths. She said, “In my 

Master's, I saw the difference in an American education.  Here, professors have flexibility 

in dealing with students. For example, if I did not get the point in the first time, they were 

happy to redirect me; for example, when I did first reflection paper I did not do it right. 

All what I did is a summary which is not right but the professors teach me how to write a 

reflection paper and make me connect things together and how to say my opinion to 

produce a reflection paper. However, in Saudi Arabia, that would be a big problem. 

Professors in Saudi Arabia don’t give students the support or motivation, even today.” 

Experience of Family Members as Students 

 Participants make comparisons between their learning experiences in Saudi 

Arabia and their family members’ school learning experiences in the U.S. Samira said, 

“Before coming to the US, she had never experienced the joy of learning but when she 

saw how she herself learned in the English center, how her children were learning, and 

that even her husband had a different attitude toward learning, she began to believe in 
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them. She feels that teachers in the U.S. use strategies that bring students' attention in the 

classroom, engaging students in activities that generate critical thinking and creative 

skills. She told me her children like their elementary school, where their teachers use 

various strategies in the classroom, such as teaching tools, body language, playing, and 

other strategies to engage them in the classroom. She said, “There are small things that 

make my daughters love school, such as watching movies, Pajama day and playing with 

their teachers in the school garden. It's a small and easy strategy that teachers could apply 

anywhere and make their students happy, especially elementary students. I don’t know 

why our teachers back home have to be so strict and serious with our kids. I just don't 

think they have a passion for teaching.” Moreover, Foz also saw differences between 

learning in the U.S. and Saudi Arabia was in the goal of teaching. She said, “If I wanted 

to compare school experiences, I would have to report my daughter’s experience. My 

daughter did not have a lot of daily homework, she only had homework on the weekend. 

She learned by doing; that was what her teachers focused on. But back home, we focused 

on memorization and daily homework.” Thus, Foz's experience, and her daughter's 

emphasized the different teaching methods; in her school her teachers explained things 

over and over using different words.  

Amal is the last participant who compared her learning experience in Saudi 

Arabia with her daughter’s learning experience in the U.S. Amal said, “If I wanted to 

compare learning experiences, I would have to compare my own experience with my 

daughter's school experience. My daughter is in high school. She is engaged in doing 

projects and assignments based on her needs and she can be very creative. Her work here 

in high school compares to that of a college student in our country. Our school system did 
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not prepare us to be a college students or for future careers. There have been small 

changes since my high school years, but students still mostly attend classes with 

traditional teachers’ roles”.   

Trying Out New Teaching Approaches 

Since participants had teaching experience in Saudi Arabia before continuing their 

higher education or coming to the U.S. they were able to use some students learning-

centered approaches in their classroom. For example, Samira mentioned that some 

private schools in Saudi Arabia are working to develop their teachers’ skills based on her 

teaching experience. Her private school did send her to some workshops to develop her 

teaching skills. Thus, she was implementing learning-centered strategies in her class. She 

said, “I used to tell my students to do research on a specific topic and come next day and 

present it to the other students.” Sara teaches Early Childhood classes at college level. 

She mentioned that she used learning-centered strategies to involve her students in class. 

For example, she told her students to perform stories instead of re-telling them to their 

classmates, which made her class more fun, and then she made the whole class discuss 

the story’s culture, whether it fit the Saudi culture.  

Amal and Nouf were both trying to implement learning-centered strategies while 

they teach Saudi pre-service teachers. Amal said, “I insist that my pre-teachers use 

student learning centered strategies from our textbook. I have selected a book for them 

that has 40 teaching strategies for use in Special Education. They may use any of these 

strategies in their student teaching. I ask them later in their evaluation why they chose a 

specific strategy and what their class plan is and about individual learning plans. I want 

them to recognize that there are differences between students and as teachers we need to 
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pay attention to that.” Moreover, Nouf's teaching methods in Saudi Arabia are based on 

class discussions and engaging students in research and projects that they choose. She 

said, “Sometimes I make them participate in online discussions; I write up some common 

issues to start our discussion in class, or make small groups think of a solution during 

class time.”  

Summary 

In this first interview, I asked the participants questions about their personal 

history and educational background, which helped me understand their learning and 

teaching knowledge. Moreover, the background information was essential, impacting 

their teaching practice and the different methods they use in their teaching careers. As I 

asked them about their history up to the time they became a student in the U.S. and when 

they started new jobs or recent careers. Their response showed that their learning 

experience as students in Saudi public schools were based on traditional teaching 

methods, using lecture and teacher-centered approaches to memorize information.  
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CHAPTER 5: THE INFLUENCE OF EXPERIENCE ON TEACHING PRACTICE 

AND BELIEFS 

For the second question, how do the experiences of Saudi teachers impact their 

thinking about teaching practices and the curriculum in their classrooms?, I asked my 

participants individually about their present life as students in the U.S. and as teachers in 

Saudi Arabia. With this question we discussed the most powerful learning strategies they 

had experienced in school as students and the possibility of using similar strategies as 

teachers.  

The data generated by this question illustrated two significant themes related to 

the participants’ memorable experiences in their lives as students and as the teacher.  

These memorable experiences influenced their understanding of student needs for 

differentiated instruction, tools, and strategies. They believed they were able to become 

effective teachers who can adopt teaching strategies and identify the challenging situation 

in Saudi schools and finally they felt the need to move from the old curriculum in the 

teacher preparation program to a modern one in order to foster a new generation of 

teachers that would improve the skills of students. Two themes are used to organize this 

data: 

1. Memorable Learning and Teaching Strategies. 

2. Valuing a Variety of Teaching Strategies and Methods. 

Memorable Learning and Teaching Strategies 

 A teaching strategy is the process used by classroom teachers to support students' 

learning and understanding of the content of a lesson. There are multiple teaching 

strategies that teachers can implement in their classrooms to meet students’ needs in 
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developing objectives for the future. However, my participants identified that they had 

experience in active learner approaches and learning-centered methods that encourages 

teachers to select learning activities to motivate students’ learning. Moreover, these 

learning strategies were designed by the teachers for the purpose of providing students 

with needed concepts and knowledge. Participants categorized seven teaching strategies 

as the most powerful learning and teaching strategies that they had experienced in their 

learning as students. Some already adopted these strategies in their own classrooms. 

1. Learning with Technology 

2. Learning by Sharing Experiences 

3. Learning Outside the Classroom 

4. Learning Outside the Book 

5. Learning by Collaboration and Engagement 

6. Learning by Doing 

7. Learning by Guiding 

 Learning with Technology  

The first memorable learning strategy they mentioned was integrating technology 

into their learning process to keep students’ attention and engage them in giving 

information to the classroom. Most of the participants in both settings, Tucson and Saudi 

Arabia, were attracted by the implementation of technological and visual aids in many of 

their learning experiences. Teachers can facilitate students’ learning by using visual aids 

such as graphic organizers, pictures, and charts, which all serve as scaffolding tools. 

These tools are especially meaningful to visual students.   
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Samira, one of the Tucson participants, described the beneficial experience of 

learning with visual aids. She said, “The use of visual aids is one of the teaching 

strategies that I am going to adopt in my future classes. I like them because when the 

English teacher used colors, photo cards or charts to explain something to us, all these 

images stayed in my mind; even during the exam, I might not remember what happened 

in class, but I remembered the images.” Then she continued to say, “Through my 

studying in US, I learned that I am a visual learner, so now I focus on what kind of 

objects teachers use as displays to help students acquire information. However, I am sure 

that not all of my future students will be visual learners like me, so I am developing my 

teaching skills by observing objectives to reach different types of learners because this 

will help them learn better.”  

Sara, another Tucson participant, said, “The most powerful learning tool I have 

found is PowerPoint. It supports implementing technology in our teaching strategy, and I 

feel it is suitable for almost all students at many different levels; I like it because it uses 

both sound and images for different types of students' learning, shortens class time and 

holds students' attention.” 

The explanation of their experiences based on their learning style as visual 

learners demonstrates that these items assisted their understanding of difficult concepts in 

class. Visual aids and presentation software (such as PowerPoint) are tools that assist 

instructors to upload videos and sound to allow students to engage with materials and 

content that would otherwise be difficult to bring to class. 

Another learning strategy tool participant discussed under integrating technology 

is on-line discussions. On-line discussions allow students to learn from one another and 
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share ideas. Students get to know each other and build relationships with who have 

common interests through their informal discussions. Foz said, “Of course, using 

technology in the classroom was my first and is still my favorite modern learning and 

teaching strategy. I learned a lot about how to strategically use technology in class. My 

teachers opened online discussions to students to post comments and share ideas with 

each other, reflect on the class topics after class was over, and uploaded videos and 

documentaries. All these learning resources were available to students to use and to 

support the idea that you can learn everywhere, not just by coming to class.” 

Njoud said, “Now I encourage all teachers to use technology in their classrooms, not 

because I am major in technology, but because it helps students develop the technological 

skills this generation needs. I usually chose making a movie for my final exam, because it 

is fun and students learn so many skills that they might not otherwise learn in a regular 

class.”  

Additionally, participants were aware that teachers need to have knowledge about 

when and how to use these technological strategies. They insisted that students will not 

benefit from any tool or strategy that teachers do not know how to use properly. For 

example, Foz reported in her interview, “Teachers need to be aware of and respect their 

students' cultural background before they can select an appropriate video or 

documentary.” She continued, “I encourage using technology as a teaching strategy, but 

not to limit teachers to using PowerPoint all the time.”  

Njoud commented, “I believe that teachers need to be aware of what tools fit their 

classroom or audience well; I mean, sometimes you use tools and strategies that work 

beautifully in your classroom, and then later, for the same course, they don't work well at 
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all because the students have a different background. I mean, teachers need to know when 

to change technology tools to fit their students' needs. But I believe technology in general 

helps because students today are surrounded by technology; but you need to carefully 

select the tools that suit the need.”  

Documentaries were also significant teaching strategies that participants 

experienced and intended to use in their own classrooms. Nouf, a Tucson participant, 

said, “Documentaries are also one of the methods that might be beneficial; my students in 

Saudi Arabia enjoy watching documentaries and analyzing them.”  

Fatimah was the only participant in Saudi Arabia who shared this opinion about 

using technology in her classroom. She said, “Besides PowerPoint as a learning tool, I 

make them watch documentaries and videos and analyze them.” She explained further, “I 

don’t use them a lot, even though my students engage in them, because sometimes it is 

hard to find documentaries appropriate for our culture.”  

These two participants come from different backgrounds, but have experienced 

similar outcomes from displays, documentaries and videos in their Saudi classroom with 

their undergraduate students. They indicated that documentaries and videos are quite 

helpful in teaching students’ concepts such as justice, cultural diversity and freedom, 

which textbooks only discuss using dry facts that do not inspire students.  

Many of the participants recognize that computer literacy is a significant part of a 

learner’s modern education. Integrating technology into a teaching strategy successfully 

enhances and extends the learning experience for both students and teachers. Some of the 

participants divided learning with technology into three parts: using specific software 

(Power Point), movies and documentaries, and opening on-line discussions. These 
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strategies have an enormous influence on the learning experience and increase the 

understanding of challenging concepts and critical issues. Nevertheless, these participants 

who declare the advantages of using PowerPoint as a teaching tool do not have a strong 

background in how to use technology in the classroom; they are relying on their 

experience as students, which is different from the participants who have genuinely used 

various forms of educational technology and profoundly studied it. 

Learning by Sharing Experiences 

 Learning by sharing experiences was the second perceptible strategy participants 

advocated based on their experience as students. This strategy provides students with 

opportunities to learn and share with others in the classroom. The participants' personal 

learning outcomes developed through having the chance to lead classroom discussions or 

by letting students become co-teachers with them.  

Only two participants, one each from Tucson and Saudi Arabia, shared this 

strategy. Hanan restated the importance of this strategy several times in our interview. 

She said, “The most powerful strategy for learning is to include the students in producing 

the information with their teachers, which means the authority is not the only one giving 

knowledge, but everybody shares their knowledge and experiences in the classroom.” 

She favors this strategy, “because when I was an undergrad in Saudi, I always received 

my information from the professors. They never saw us as learners who might have 

different ideas than theirs, and besides, we as students back home lacked the confidence 

to state our own opinions. I was shocked at the friendly relationship between the 

professors and the students when I came to Tucson for my Master's. They shared their 
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experiences, they had different perspectives, but that didn’t change the classroom 

environment; they still respected each other and they knew each others' role.”   

Later, Hanan said, “Giving students chance to lead classroom discussions based 

on their interests or allowing students to become co-teachers with their teachers to 

introduce areas that interest them to new first-year students in the first year exposes new 

students to different resources that would help them to improve their papers and to share 

interesting topics in the field would work like presenting in a conference. It makes the 

students the experts about their favorite topics. This might work better for college 

students, but school teachers should also be able to do it. I think of the teacher as the 

captain of the ship; she can adjust things to fit her classroom and her students to work in 

any situation.”  

Haifa, in Saudi Arabia, said, " I give students in my classroom the opportunity to 

lead the class topic because I want them to demonstrates their teaching ability with 

respect to the role of the other students and the teacher's role. Because in my master class, 

where I am the learner, I did not see the respectful between my classmate during and after 

the discussion. Thus, I am trying to raise my students with respecting other opinion.” 

 These participants think it is important that students experience teaching as well 

as learning in the classroom. Students learn more about their topic when they teach it. 

Moreover, class discussion and dialogue are very important strategies because they 

motivate students to help other students in class by explaining and providing examples 

for challenging concepts that might need extra clarification for some students. 
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Learning Outside the Classroom 

The third memorable teaching strategy that participants mentioned was learning 

outside the classroom; how to generate a connection between life outside of school and 

the class topic. Participants declared that they had used this strategy in their classrooms 

and had seen the interaction between students’ increase. They had applied this strategy in 

their own classrooms in Saudi Arabia, most notably, sharing their connections through 

informal, small discussion groups and in open dialogue with the whole class.  

The first three participants in Saudi Arabia noted that their professors rarely 

connected life outside the classroom with class topics, but they decided to transfer this 

strategy to their own undergraduate classrooms. However, when they applied it they 

found that their students engaged more and increased their attention. Fatimah stated, 

“Connecting the class topic with real world outside the classroom setting helps students 

concentrate better in class." Haifa, had the same impression. "It is an effective strategy in 

my classroom,” she related. “My students are more involved when we tell stories to 

connect our contemporary life with our class topic.” 

Reem was the only participant in Saudi Arabia who did not yet have a teaching 

position, but she said, “In the future, I want to hold open discussions with my students 

where they can talk together and incorporate their life experiences with the class topic. 

This dialogue would support students’ learning and bring their attention to the topic, as 

well as encourage them to tell their different opinions to achieve our final agreement 

about the topic”. 

Research encourages teachers to be open-minded to students’ input, which will 

increase students' active role during class time and ensure that their students have a 
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personal and meaningful experience from the course (Grabinger & Dunlap,1995; Prince, 

2004). Nouf and Hanan were the only participants in Tucson who indicated the strategy 

of learning outside the classroom to be one of the best learning strategies they have used 

both in learning and teaching. Nouf said, “When I was a student in UK, I liked when 

professors talked about things that happened in real life. When this particular strategy 

was used by my teachers, I was always very engaged. Therefore, when I am teaching my 

students in Saudi Arabia, I ask them to reflect and think about real life situations, which 

is always a very attractive way to engage my students.” Hanan said, “I like the saying, 

You teach the way you like to learn, so I do this with my students. The best thing about 

studying in the U.S. is that some professors start the class with the news item or a topic 

from life outside school. I like it, and my thinking develops when I hear others discuss 

their perspectives about things that are not related to our class topic. Sometimes it brings 

all the students' attention together and breaks the ice between the students and the 

teacher. I have used this strategy many times with my own students and have seen how 

they pay attention and speak up about their opinions.” 

Hanan used this strategy with her Saudi students to help them develop public 

speaking skills, the ability to express their opinion about any topic freely, without stress 

or fear of ruining their grade.  She gives her students the opportunity to share their 

experiences in order to connect the class topic with their life is a very practical strategy 

for building experiences on their previous experiences. Teachers need to understand and 

know their students' educational and cultural background in order to provide them with 

engagement activities that address their needs. 
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Learning Outside the Book 

The fourth memorable strategy promoted by participants was learning outside the 

book. The participants believed this strategy forced them to find knowledge within 

themselves, through discussions with peers and teachers, through research on the Internet 

and by reading from different resources.  

This strategy came up only among the Tucson participants; none of the 

participants in Saudi Arabia mentioned it. Nouf and Hanan both told me, in their 

individual interviews, that they learned, how to develop their knowledge in their focus 

areas by becoming independent learners, while studying in the United States, primarily 

by learning how to research on the Internet and by reading from different resources. Nouf 

said, “To me learning is the ability to research and look up different materials to support 

an argument. I, myself, recall best the things I have researched and looked up myself. 

Because I have benefited so much from personal research, I always encourage my 

students to do research. I think students should have the ability to research, to know 

where to research, when and whom they should reference, and how to present research 

findings. I have learned these strategies and I encourage them in my students when I 

teach.” She told me the horrifying experience of how when she began studying her 

Master's degree, she was so insecure that she asked her professors about every single step 

she did for her class assignments. She said, “The only feedback they would give me was, 

'Do what you think is right, but back it with evidence'.”  The reason she uses this strategy 

with her students now is to improve their research skills and strengthen their confidence 

in their own opinions. She said, “You know that when we went to school, we just wanted 

to get good grades and please our teachers. What I learned here is that each of us has a 
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different understanding and a different perspective, and that we need to support our 

opinions with research and respect each other’s' opinions.”    

 Hanan said, “While studying in the U.S. I notice that our class requirement not 

only based on the textbook but there is a lot of articles some professors required us to 

read in order to develop students’ knowledge and to become independent learners. Thus, 

one of my teaching strategy in Saudi Arabia is bringing articles, magazines or sometimes 

snippets from our daily news to my classroom. Then I build our discussion on these 

articles instead of the textbook. I do this with the specific goal of teaching my students to 

not limit their knowledge to a textbook. I always tell them to explore their focus area 

through different resources and not to only use the textbook.” She told me during her 

interview that her students like this strategy and start to look for appropriate articles to 

bring to her to see if she will use them in the classroom. She said, “It makes me happy 

because I get to improve their research skills and reading skills by opening up their 

curiosity to think of how to improve their areas of interest. I have really good students. 

They please me by supporting the ideas in their presentations with a variety of 

resources.”  

The participants understood that learning can be social and that teaching strategies 

do not always come from a textbook. Students can learn information and gain skills from 

other resources, too. However, based on their experience teaching and learning, they have 

found that they and their students learn well when they think and research outside the 

textbook. They have seen how their students draw their own experiences when given the 

freedom to do so.  
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Learning by Collaboration and Engagement 

The fifth fruitful learning strategy is of learning by collaboration and engagement. 

Teachers encourage this strategy by opening dialogue, communication and group 

discussions with peers and the whole class.  

  Aisha and Amal were the only two participants who brought this strategy up in 

their interviews and to indicate having used it. Aisha said, “The most powerful strategy 

I've experienced is group discussion. Once, our professor had us listen to all of our peers’ 

ideas. We discussed them all with the whole class and received feedback from the 

instructor himself, and the instructor kind of accepted all the ideas without saying 

whether they were wrong or right, even though some of our ideas were completely 

wrong. He was just trying to communicate the right answers in a flexible way.”   

Amal said, “All my master classes in the U.S. was based on discussion where 

students share their thinking and understanding of the reading. It was hard for me in the 

beginning to participate in the class discussion but then I notice that my understanding 

improves by listening to other students’ talk. Thus, I decide to transfer this strategy, 

dialogue and discussion among my Saudi students to be one of the essential teaching 

strategies in my classroom. I don’t like teaching them using the old method of telling 

them the information, which pushes students into 'boring mode' and they don't engage 

with me and the class topic.  I find this strategy especially productive because I am 

teaching pre-service teachers, so I need to improve their teaching skills because I want 

them to use modern strategies in their future classes. However, a positive relationship 

between the teacher and the students is another important factor to bringing students' 

attention to the classroom. If the students love their teacher, they will engage in class and 
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believe in what she says to them.” Amal explained that she always starts her class by 

opening a dialogue with her students. She likes to teach them that she cares about their 

opinion and that their voice will be considered in her class.  

Other participants construct their class discussions and dialogue as a way to 

continue learning outside the classroom, but Amal uses it to build good, strong 

relationships to encourage students' learning. Thus, she lets her students know that their 

voice matters in making classroom decisions and facilitates students' understanding of 

class concepts by asking them about their prior knowledge. She said, “I start my class by 

posing a question that addresses their previous knowledge and ideas about the content of 

our class; then I have them think of how to connect the class concepts to their own lives. 

Sometimes I need to give hints to lead them to the connections, but once they pick up the 

hints, they develop the path by themselves.”   

Samira and Foz were the only two participants who promoted cooperative 

learning as one of their effective learning strategies. Teamwork and groups build 

leadership and collaboration skills. Samira said, “Learning with others is useful, but 

sometimes you don’t get a good partner. Students are different; some love to work with 

others and some don’t ever want to discuss anything with anyone. But this strategy is still 

useful. Teachers benefit from students who are smart and pick up on the information 

quickly and can explain it well to other students. I learned a lot of my English in class by 

working cooperatively with others in the classroom.”  Foz commented, “So, learning with 

others is more fun and helps focus and attention, and makes students more eager to learn 

than individual learning, which is boring and stodgy”. Foz also mentioned her daughter’s 

experience learning in American schools, reporting, “Letting kids learn with others 
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makes them more competitive. They want their group to learn and achieve the goal 

before the other groups do.”  

These productive experiences in cooperative learning remained in the 

participants’ minds because they were engaged in small groups, working together; their 

groups' successful achievement sprang from encouraging competition with other groups. 

Cooperative learning is an open path allowing students to solve problems and develop 

brainstorming skills by thinking together, especially in science and math classes. 

Working collaboratively with others increases students' work skills, useful in future jobs, 

as well as in their present lives (Wu & Hsieh, 2006; Gormally, Brickman, Hallar, & 

Armstrong, 2009; Barell, 2010). 

Learning by Doing  

The sixth strategy indicated in participants’ interviews was learning by doing. In 

the learning by doing, students learn by experiencing strategies, exploration, reading, and 

group activities. This is learning experience is helpful in developing students’ individual 

responsibility, diverse skills, leadership and conflict resolution of issues that happen in 

most groups.  

Samira said, “Also, I have noticed that learning by doing is a great strategy for a 

teacher to adopt because a teacher can do it in any classroom in any level, school or 

college, to encourage students' learning. Learning by doing not only acceptable for kids. I 

am an adult and I loved playing in the classroom how about younger students!! Playing is 

a valuable strategy that I would love to use in my class, and it requires an only simple 

tools to implement it. Learning through playing and doing helps student remember 
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information for the exam when they remember playing the game and even who answered 

which question.”  

Foz said, “The most important part of a class is the students’ engagement, so 

learning by doing is excellent for all types of learners. I could not understand the research 

writing process until I engage in one of my master class in the U.S (teacher research 

class) where I understand each process because I am doing the research. Every student 

benefits from it. I feel that it creates the right learning environment because it helps to 

produce more learning, and of course, the teacher should be the creator of this 

environment.” The participants believe that the learning by doing strategy is a natural 

environment for students to construct positive and dynamic relationships with each other 

and to increase their critical thinking by peaking their curiosity to investigate the 

environment around them. 

Learning by Guiding 

The seventh and last strategy is learning by guiding students to be critical thinkers 

and enabling them to evaluate their world. This strategy can be accomplished through 

giving students’ tasks and questions to help promote their critical thinking, creative 

thinking and discussion.  

The literature is full of many ways to encourage discussion in the classroom to 

increase students' understanding and activate students’ memory and attention in the 

classroom (Bruffee, 1984; Sawyer, 2004 & Fischer, 2001). Classroom discussions can be 

designed based on reading assignments and reflecting on the class content using outside 

resources and material aimed at improving students’ knowledge.  
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Amal said, “My students always tell me, “Your exam questions are different than 

other teachers' questions. Why don't you ask questions from the book?” because I give 

them questions that address their thinking, rather than measure their ability to memorize. 

I understand that my questions are challenging, but I don’t want them to finish college 

without this skill. I had a rough time learning it when I was doing my Master's here in the 

U.S. It took me awhile to understand these kinds of questions. But by introducing this to 

them now, I am helping them to understand real life situations, rather than making them 

mindlessly memorize the facts in a book.” 

Aisha said, “I like questions that make students think instead of reciting facts 

from a book.” Aisha was the only one who said that reading was a good teaching and 

learning strategy she had experienced in many of her courses, while studying for her PhD 

in Tucson. She recalled her learning experience in her Saudi graduate school and how the 

professors had a different impact in developing students’ learning by choosing the 

readings for their course subjects. Aisha said, “Another reading strategy which most 

classes here have required is intensive and active reading. You have to be an active 

reader, rather than a passive reader, because when you read and go back to class, the 

instructor will ask you indirect questions that will address your analysis of the reading 

rather than address your recorded reading.” Aisha is the only participant that had 

completed her Master's in a Saudi university. She found that the professors in Saudi 

Arabia did not address higher thinking skills when questioning their students. She said, 

“They claimed to address these skills, but in fact, it didn’t compare with our classes here. 

So, making students read from different required textbooks is a great way to increase 

their thinking skills to a good level.”  
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Asking students critical thinking questions is a powerful learning strategy that my 

participants have experienced. Many schools require students to answer higher thinking 

questions to develop critical thinking in many aspects of their life.   

Many studies (Ten Dam & Volman, 2004; Weiler, 2005; Tiwari, Lai, So, & Yuen, 

2006) have demonstrated that a teacher's questions are effective when they concentrate on 

important concepts and the big ideas that students need to recognize, while addressing 

higher thinking skills that force students to focus on their learning goals that connect to 

their lives. 

The memorable learning and teaching strategies experienced and reported by 

participants have benefited them and their students, convincing them that the teacher's 

opinion should not be the only opinion in a good education. Some participants who have 

teaching positions use these memorable teaching strategies with their students, while the 

others intend to adopt and implement them as soon as they are hired or return to their 

jobs. For most participants, the purpose of using these strategies is to actively involve 

students in their acquisition of knowledge and prepare them for life with 21st Century 

skills. 

Valuing a Variety of Teaching Strategies and Methods 

 All of the participants are eager to be a part of the modern educational movement 

in Saudi Arabia. Their education impacted them to believe that they can be effective 

teachers who inspire students through their role and their ideas as they engage them in a 

purposeful and successful learning process. I divided this theme into two sub-themes to 

reflect participants’ personal teaching efficacy related to their ideas about themselves and 

their personal reflections on the how to reach students with differing levels of ability. 
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Personal Teaching Efficacy Related to Ideas about Themselves 

  Through conducting interviews with participants, I found that they have built 

teaching philosophies and set goals for themselves to be effective teachers for their 

students and within their schools’ environment.   

Teaching beliefs. The first impression I got from participants was that their 

teaching beliefs were built from their educational experiences. Their beliefs about 

teaching and learning demonstrate how they put their concepts and attitudes into concrete 

examples of what they can do to encourage the students in their classrooms.  

In addition, their beliefs lead them to evaluate themselves as effective teachers. 

They do not want to simply apply random activities in their classrooms to prove that they 

use modern teaching strategies; they want to construct their teaching process based on 

involving students in social interactions with others in the classroom to make meaning of 

what they are doing; they want their students to be active learners engaged in a 

collaborative learning process. They believe that their role as teachers is to promote 

students' critical thinking and facilitate students’ creative skills by asking questions that 

will lead them to develop their own conclusions about subjects. 

Most Tucson participants agreed to answer the question, what do you want to 

change in the Saudi educational system?  Aisha said, “For certain, I want to stop the 

traditional teaching methods that require students to memorize, record, recite, and write. I 

will use the Inquiry approach, which depends on discussion and promotes and encourages 

critical and creative thinking and is built upon responses from the teacher and the 

students and accepting other perspectives and ideas.” Foz said, “I want to stop the 

“banking concept” method in teaching in general, the traditional methods that we grew up 
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with in the public schools and to start using the Constructivism Theory, which is based on 

learning by doing and a student-centered classroom”.  Hanan said, “Well, I want to take 

up the modern teaching styles in the classroom and stop the old ones, the routine system, 

and create a natural, engaging classroom environment. Students really need to be at the 

same level that students from other nations are at in their schools.” Then she said, “YOU 

TEACH THE WAY YOU LEARN”. 

Njoud said, “I want to stop the old methods that stifle and wipe out students’ 

creative skills, their critical thinking skills, and limit their thinking to a very basic level 

and the book and the teacher's opinion, so that they don’t know how to debate with 

others.” Samira said, “I think, now, after studying here in USA, that I am “fully 

convinced” that the traditional teaching methods that we used in Saudi Arabia are not 

useful or fruitful for all levels of school in every subject.” 

  These participants’ responses are similar, but all indicate different aspects of 

effective teaching in their individual beliefs about teaching. Their teaching beliefs will be 

used in the classroom based on the teacher's role, the teacher's goals, or the teacher's level 

of skill. Their teaching philosophy influences students’ growth and learning outcomes 

through involving their students in different instructional learning styles. 

Teaching goals. The second point under this sub-theme is that participants’ 

personal belief in themselves becoming effective teachers led them to define their 

abilities by planning and organizing teaching ideas to implement in their classes. Each 

participant has a specific set of goals to help them incorporate essential actions to 

increase students’ desire to learn. Thus, their ideas about teaching provide conceptual 

foundations for how they will preside over their classrooms. 
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Scaffolding to provide support. Scaffolding was the first goal I found repeated 

multiple times by Tucson participants. Scaffolding is a teaching process where a teacher 

provides students with an environment that offers support or help from the teachers 

themselves, or from peers in the classroom, in order to develop learning and master 

required skills.  

Foz said, “I will implement scaffolding and the Zone of Proximal Development 

that I learned here in the US. My future classes will have a teacher who assists students' 

learning, understands students' backgrounds and uses strategies based on their level of 

learning and their educational background.”  Nouf said, “I always tell my students, 'I am 

here to support you. If you find yourself struggling, talk to me.' I support my students as 

they discover themselves and how they learn. I think the key to teaching is teaching 

students how to learn by themselves because knowing the process of independent 

learning will affect their self-esteem.”  

Njoud said, “Students sometimes need support from teachers to achieve a good 

level of understanding. In this situation, I repeat the explanation using different terms, 

give them a helpful video to watch, an article to read and then discuss it with them. I let 

them discuss it with their classmates or ask family members about it. Also, bringing tools 

to class to help them comprehend the parts they don’t understand helps a lot.”  

Thus, participants believe that many students want support from teachers or peers 

to master class skills or to build students' experience and knowledge as they learn new 

skills.  

Collaborative learning environment. The second set of goals that participants 

highlighted in their responses is involving students in a powerfully engaging 
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environment. These participants are eager to return to the classroom and closely work 

with students, with minds open to hearing the students' voices, facilitating their learning, 

and engaging them in a collaborative learning environment.  

Three participants, Hanan and Amal in Tucson and Reem in Saudi Arabia, 

mentioned that they want to create group discussions in their classrooms and give their 

students space in their classroom to express their voice. Hanan said, “To develop 

students’ thinking skills, I want to let them share their opinions and not make the 

teachers’ opinion the only correct opinion in the classroom, because the role of the 

teacher is facilitating students' learning and understanding them, not forcing them to 

agree with her opinion.” These participants encourage doing an inquiry approach to help 

students reveal their values and perspectives, as well as to apply instructional approaches 

based on student engagement. Amal said, “Having a positive relationship with students 

comes from respecting students' opinions, letting them talk and express their thoughts 

without fear of their grades and involving them in discussions to let them share in 

decisions about the assignments and things like that.” Reem offered, “I want to give 

space for the student’s voice in the classroom, space for them to voice their opinions 

without fear of losing their grade, besides building their debate and discussion skills.”  

Foz, Hanan and Samira are also willing to engage students in class discussions by 

not making themselves the only resource for information in the classroom. They want to 

change the very popular Saudi idea that teachers are banks of knowledge and 

information. The teachers are teachers, but they are still learning. Foz said, “In my future 

classes, I will use the phrase ‘Google it’; I already do this a lot in my PhD classes now, 

and I hear this phrase around our college a lot. Our professors are really knowledgeable, 



	

	

180	

and yet they do not mind telling students to Google things. I want students to learn how 

to find the information that they need and want from different resources and to hear and 

see this information and explanations from other perspectives. Sometimes the explanation 

is easier when you hear different perspectives, when you look at an issue from different 

points of view and develop your own conclusions about it.”  

Hanan shares Foz's opinion, stating, “I want to tell my students that the teacher 

doesn’t know everything about every subject. I want to tell them, 'I am a learner, like 

you'. My students are surprised when they ask me something and I say, 'I don’t know; 

let’s Google it or go research about it.' And really, they come back informed the next 

week. They Google it and let us know the next time we meet; this is my experience 

studying here and I haven't seen this in Saudi teachers. So, I keep telling my students to 

Google things a lot, and I always do it myself learning here, so I think it is another way to 

explain difficult concepts and to overcome challenging ideas; sometimes they learn from 

Google better because they can see pictures, other words or a better explanation than the 

one we discussed in class.” 

  Foz and Hanan taught college students, whereas Samira was in a grade school 

classroom. Samira said, “When I was teaching in private school, I wanted a balance 

between my voice as the teacher and my students' voice in my classroom. I told them to 

search for new information they asked about that I didn’t know. They are kids, but they 

have access to different resources. They really enjoy being the intelligent one in class.”  

These participants expressed that their set of goals is to respect students’ ability to 

discover and report new information no one else in class knows, even the teachers. They 

want their students to become confident in their ability to learn. Their goal to raise the 
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students' voices in the classroom to encourage positive relationships between class 

members because they respect each other’s' voice. In the Saudi setting, students might see 

a teacher asking her students to Google things as unusual because we grew up with the 

teacher as the bank of knowledge, so it was considered inappropriate if the teacher didn’t 

know the answer to a question.  

The flipped classroom. The third point under this set of goals is the flipped 

classroom. Njoud declared, “I developed this goal based on my observation of undergrad 

courses. I noticed that the students came to class prepared to talk and discuss the readings 

because they know that the teachers would ask them their opinion about the topic or there 

will be a group discussion. Classes here are like a flipped classroom. I have observed 

classes in different subjects, but all have the same teaching objective, which is based on 

interaction between teachers and students and includes some kind of engagement activity. 

Teachers treat students like teachers and tell them what they will probably face in their 

own classes with their own students.”  

Sara said, “I have one goal for my teaching practice, inspired by attending an 

undergrad course here, in Tucson. The course subject is similar to the subject I teach, but 

the professor does a great job obliging her students to develop their teaching style before 

actually practicing teaching. She provides them with examples of challenges in the 

classroom, then lets the students solve the problems with the whole class. Students think 

out loud and recommend solutions and teaching tools and strategies. They really engage 

in hearing each other’s' opinion about how to solve each problem. I think this goal would 

be really good for my first-years in my Saudi college, since in Saudi Arabia, students 
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don’t engage in real practice in schools with students until the last two years before 

graduation.” 

Participants believed that flipping the classroom allows students to hear other 

perspectives by solving problems in discussions with the whole class and not limiting 

their solutions to ideas from teachers and the textbook. They saw that whole class 

discussions increase the balance between the teachers' and students' voice in bringing 

knowledge to the classroom, building their learning experience and problem-solving 

skills. 

 Moreover, discussion is a fruitful way to develop students' ability to use their 

own verification, working with several ideas and accepting new ideas from others before 

making their own final conclusions. The ability to understand their students’ needs and 

the willingness to adopt learning-centered strategies to fit a classroom environment that 

participants learned from their instructors has impacted the foundation of their beliefs 

about teaching and their personal teaching goals.  

Teaching Evaluations by Students. Participants are very eager and believe in 

themselves and their teaching strategies. They believe that their personal teaching has 

effectively improved because they have received positive evaluations from their students. 

This made them more curious about teaching strategies and how develop themselves to 

meet their students’ needs.  

Fatimah and Haifa were Saudi participants who told me in their interviews that 

from the time they have taught in college they have received good evaluations from their 

students. Fatimah said, “Beside the good evaluation I got from the college, during the 

semester, I also asked my students to write reflections on which of my teaching strategies 
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they engaged in best and how they wanted to improve the class. I don't wait until the 

semester is over because if I wait for the college system's evaluation, the students have 

already left. So far, I have good evaluations from them.” Haifa said, “In some classes, I 

ask my students what their favorite learning strategy is so far, then we make adjustments 

based on their answers.”  

Sara said, “We have a student evaluation system in our college at the end of each 

semester, but I like to know before classes end. I ask my students to evaluate me and 

write their opinion on a piece of paper without their name, just to make them feel 

comfortable, so I can see for myself what needs to be developed. My students like my 

class, and they were so sad when they heard that I was leaving for the US.”  

Hanan said, “I am really comfortable with the way I teach my students, especially 

with the good background I have from studying here. So I was, basically, already doing 

what I am learning here, but that doesn’t mean that I will stop at this level and not 

develop myself any more.  if I see anything that works better than what I happen to be 

doing over the years, of course, I will try it in my classroom. So, I am still open to more 

development and suggestions. We will see. So far I have received good feedback from 

my students, so that is a good sign.” 

Participants' Reflections on Reaching Students with Differing Levels of Ability 

Different studies have asserted that teachers’ practice in the classroom is impacted 

by their educational philosophy as well as their educational background and experience. 

All participants studied their BA degree in Saudi Arabia, except one of them; however; 

all had acquired new teaching experiences and skills which have influenced their 

teaching, mostly after studying their Master's degrees, three in Saudi Arabia and the 
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others from countries abroad. Their Master's degrees were important elements in 

expanding and developing their teaching skills. 

Teaching with different strategies. Reaching different students’ understanding 

was the most common reflection generated from participants’ beliefs about the outcome 

of effective teaching. They declared that thinking of alternative teaching styles from time 

to time and not stagnating in one style all the time helps address students’ needs. In their 

opinion, alternating teaching strategies are required to help students learn and engage in 

the classroom. 

Fatimah and Haifa, participants in Saudi Arabia, reflected about how they make 

their classes effective in developing students' understanding. Haifa said, “I am concerned 

about the different levels of understanding in my classroom. Thus, to make sure that I am 

giving my students what they need to acquire a new skill and understanding, I usually ask 

them to come to my office to discuss anything they don’t understand. If they come by, 

my suggestion was always to read a book or an article that was easier to read than the 

required textbook.” 

 Fatimah said, “As for me, I understand that there are individual differences 

between the students in my class; I see it through their participation or in the answers on 

their class exams. I try to mix these particular students in with others in our class 

discussions or ask them to do extra work, such as a report, and give them some classroom 

role to do. However, I usually vary my teaching strategy to help all students to get the big 

idea of the class topic by letting the class watch a movie and listen to each other’s' stories 

related to our present life to help students make meaningful connections with our topic.”  
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Tucson participants also intend to provide their students with effective teaching 

strategies and to create a good classroom environment that benefits all students. Samira 

said, “Since the classroom includes different students with different learning styles, I 

always think of how and when I need to combine my explanation with learning tools and 

strategies, which causes me not to depend on one learning tool all of the time. Also, while 

I use these learning tools, I am careful to not interrupt the whole class. However, I saw 

how using different learning tools impacts different students learning experience between 

here and in Saudi Arabia. In my English class, the teacher asks the students if they 

understand what she is teaching, and she reads the students’ facial expressions, but back 

home, I don’t remember if any of the teachers ever asked the students if they understood, 

but I ask my students if they understand.” 

 Njoud said, “When I was a classroom teacher, I was concerned about my 

students' comprehension of a task. So, I left my office and sat in the lab all the day. I had 

told my students that they could come to the lab for help any time that day, if they had a 

break. But now, I have alternative learning strategies to apply. I will encourage students 

to come to class prepared to discuss the topic with other students and to bring ideas about 

the topic from different resources, not only from the book, which will help students learn 

from each other.”  

 Foz said, “Of course, students need different ways to access information. What I 

always say is that there is no one-size-fits-all learning style. So, as a teacher, you need to 

take care of this aspect of teaching. If you always use the same style, you should give 

students the chance to ask questions about the topic; if they do not understand it at first, 

you need to offer other options. You need to show them examples and different teaching 
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methods, and not use one strategy all the time. Students might get the concept faster 

using a different method, for example, through discussions with peers, or in the teacher's 

office hours.” Nouf said, “Yes, of course I talk about learning styles, all the time, with 

my students. I will always encourage students to discover themselves and the ways they 

learn best, which then helps me to provide them with the best strategies for their 

learning.” Aisha said, “Well, teachers need to address different levels of motivation in a 

way that makes the students engage in the classroom learning environment because we 

know the concept of motivation has different individual levels. So, if the teachers are 

really effective and skilled, they can tell the different levels of motivation between 

students from their assignments, from their participation, from their physical appearance 

and from the students' faces, whether they are paying attention, or if they understand, and 

if they are present mentally and physically.” 

Finally, these participants, even with their different backgrounds and teaching 

beliefs, have already decided what classroom environment they want to create, what 

works with their students, and, most importantly, how they want to run their classrooms 

and apply their teaching strategies. These beliefs grow out of both their experience as 

students and as teachers who observe how their students respond in learning contexts.  

Meeting students’ levels of differences. Participants’ reflections on their general 

learning beliefs and development of effective skills in other teachers let them suggest 

their own applications to use with their students. They reflected on the change they 

wanted to make in their teaching to meet these differing needs.  

Tucson participants discussed the clarification of class requirements by providing 

a syllabus and a good rubric for assignments. They asserted the need for teachers to 
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deliver a syllabus and rubrics to their students to help students understand what is 

required of them and to avoid confusion about the teacher's expectations.  Nouf said, “I 

think I am very aware of the differences between students. I would show them my rubric 

in advance and whenever students asked me questions that I had already explained 

before, I was very willing to repeat the answers.”  

Foz said, “In general, teachers need to clarify what they want from their students, 

such as the homework assignments and what they expect them to do in the classroom. So, 

to prevent misunderstanding of any oral clarifications in the classroom about when they 

have to submit papers, the midterm and the final, I mean, the class, teachers should give 

their students a clear syllabus to follow.” Hanin said, “It necessary for teachers to be 

flexible with their students, for example, in terms of submitting homework. I notice that 

here in the US, they do not force us to bring a hard copy of assignments to the classroom. 

You might have two hours to submit something, or some teachers here even give you a 

week to do an assignment and have you submit it into the class drop box; whereas, back 

in Saudi Arabia, you have to attend class and bring a hard copy for the teacher.” 

 Njoud said, “I keep thinking about how I can be a flexible teacher who creates a 

class that fits everybody's needs. For example, here in our grad class, we have different 

students from different backgrounds and majors, and the teachers adjust the syllabus and 

rubric to accommodate their focus areas. So, why don't we have this kind of teacher back 

home?” 

For the participants, rubrics and the syllabus are key elements in the teaching 

practice of effective teachers. The class rubric and syllabus help teachers support 

individual differences in the classroom, as well as motivate students to complete the 
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requirements and fulfill the teacher's expectations. Thus, students can come to the teacher 

to ask to clarify particular points in the rubric that they do not understand.  

In addition to providing students with clear rubrics and a syllabus, they believed 

teachers should offer their students good communication tools, such as electronic mail 

and open office hours to contact the teacher. They saw these communication tools as part 

of an effective teaching strategy because when students meet with their teachers in 

private, teachers can indicate any academic weaknesses they have observed in the student 

and make suggestions about how they can work to improve.  

Some of the participants mentioned that they provided their students with office 

hours and email to contact them if they needed help, once they discovered that these 

strategies work for the majority of classrooms because it is a good way to take into 

consideration students who do not understand the topic. In their office hours, they can 

meet with them regularly or give them extra work, such as a paper to do to address and 

promote their thinking. 

Aisha said, “I will try to get the majority of my class to understand the content 

because you know that in class you will always have many students from different 

educational backgrounds, some stronger than others and others with very weak 

educational backgrounds.  Thus, teachers must engage the majority of the class to keep it 

going. Therefore, I will try to have special meetings with students who have low 

understanding, inviting them to my office hours, but my primary goal will be to address 

the majority of the class to promote their thinking; I will work with those who have lower 

understanding and ask them individual questions during class time to promote their 

thinking in way that helps them get to the majority level.” Nouf said, “I have provided 
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my students with my email and I will always open an online discussion page that I am 

able to monitor after each lecture for students to ask and discuss questions and engage. I 

also have office hours and many students come for emotional encouragement.” Hanan 

said, “Email is the main communication tool with professors here; when you ask to meet 

with them, you get a quick response, which is not the case with most Saudi professors. 

Teachers need to consider this to be effective teachers.”  

Thus, providing students with effective available communication tools increases 

the probability of students absorbing the needed skills, while at the same time increasing 

teachers’ ability to reach their students' differences and to encourage their learning by 

motivating them. 

Summary 

Participants’ decisions to continue their education by studying Master's degrees 

abroad or inside the country exposed them to a variety of teaching methods they had not 

experienced in the Saudi school system. Moreover, all of the participants indicated that 

the active learning methods they experienced changed their professional lives because 

these interaction and constructivist teaching strategies placed them in natural, active 

learning environments that required students to apply what they were learning and 

expected them to discuss and reflect while they mastered the course content. They were 

placed in small groups discussions, collaborated in investigations, and practiced critical 

thinking and problem-solving skills, beside other activities that their teachers designed. 

They internalized many of these active learning methods and use them or intend to use 

them in their own classrooms. 
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Many studies (McBer, 2001; Burke, 2013) support that effective teachers do not 

maximize their teaching style to their level of knowledge. Effective teachers are the ones 

who continually evaluate their teaching style and know how to improve their skills 

through observing other people’s teaching and reflecting on any new methods they 

notice, in order to refine the management of their own classroom. Participants told me 

that they carefully observe their teachers for new strategies in order to evaluate, compare 

them with what they themselves have done, and consider them for use in their own 

classes.  
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CHAPTER 6: RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

AND TEACHER PREPARATION 

 

The data for the third question; what are the perspectives of Saudi women who 

either are teaching or have teaching experience on the type of learning experiences 

needed for Saudi Arabian pre-service and in-service teachers? was derived from three 

focus groups: two with two participants each and the third with three. Other individual 

participants were also interviewed; one was interviewed in Tucson as she could not join 

her focus group for family duty reasons, and three other interviews took place with the 

aid of technology, one through email and the rest chatting through a free app on my 

phone, “WhatsApp”.  

The participants’ perspectives on the type of learning experiences needed for 

Saudi Arabian pre-service and in-service teachers revealed these three themes related to 

the need for developing preparation programs for pre-service teachers and on-going 

professional development for in-service teachers: 

1. Teaching skills and knowledge for Saudi teachers.  

2. The possibilities of an inquiry approach in Saudi classrooms. 

3. The need for on-going professional development for in-service Saudi teachers.  

I collected and analyzed quotes from the focus groups and the individual 

participants for each theme and found that the same key points were expressed and 

discussed but in different words or in different contexts. The many similarities among 

participants’ responses emphasize the importance of data selection for analysis under this 

question.  
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Teaching Skills and Knowledge for Saudi Teachers 

 
I commenced with analysis of the Saudi women educators’ perspectives on areas 

of need in teaching skills and knowledge. Data showed these perspectives included five 

sub-categories under each theme: 1) Mediation tools; providing tools or visual aids for 

Saudi teachers’ styles; 2) Differentiated Instruction, including skills needed before 

beginning to teach in a classroom; 3) Teacher perspectives toward students. 4) 

Encouraging the use of resources beyond the textbook; 5) Support from administration 

and collaborative team teaching. 

Mediation Tools as Teaching Strategies 

Technology. Technology is one of the tools that many scholars advise teachers to 

use in their classrooms because of their general impact on improving students’ learning, 

(Afshari, Bakar, Luan, Samah, & Fooi, 2009; Hew & Brush, 2007). There are multiple 

ways that teachers can use technology in their classrooms in order to foster students’ 

interactions with each other as well as with the teacher, making teaching more effective.   

All of the Tucson participants’ responses on the best tools they used, or that 

teachers in Saudi classrooms might use, mentioned technology. They see technology as 

connected with other teaching strategies to improve teaching and to engage students in 

the classroom. However, many teachers are not taking advantage of the opportunity to 

use technology in Saudi classrooms.  

The responses from participants in Tucson indicated the importance of using 

technology in the classroom and how technology can work with different topics for 

students of different ages. Foz and Njoud said in the focus group interview, “Technology 

would be a good tool for different class topics and subjects since this generation is about 
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technology and we as teachers should encourage them to use technology in their lives, 

inside or outside school.” Aisha agreed with what Hanan said, “Adding technology would 

be great tools in the classroom to improve the learning outcome and create new 

motivation in the classroom environment because students don’t want to put up with 

textbooks or articles. They want teachers to bring something from outside. Something 

new to the classroom will make the students interested to learn more.” The last group, 

Amal and Sara, accepted what Nouf said, “Technology is an important tool to help 

students acquire the lessons and we advise teachers to attend some workshops to learn 

about how to use technology as a tools in their classrooms.”  

The participants from Saudi Arabia whom I interviewed individually were 

surprised by the fact that some Saudi teachers don’t use technology in their classrooms 

even though there is access to the internet in most schools and colleges. The Saudi 

participants want teachers to connect learning with technology through social media. 

Reem said, “We as teachers should know the benefits of connecting learning topics with 

social media.” Haifa said, “Because students have access to the Internet I did not see a 

problem if a teacher opens discussion with her students in Twitter, for example, as a 

teaching tool.” These answers from participants in Saudi Arabia represent the need for 

taking advantage of the technology accessible in schools and integrating the learning 

process with social life.    

Interestingly both groups of participants have similar opinions on how technology 

could be a positive tool to improve Saudi teachers’ teaching and students’ learning. They 

believed that Saudi teachers needed skills in using technology as a learning tool in the 

classroom. They all understand the benefit of using technology for developing students’ 
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knowledge and they noted that technology is available in the classroom, but few of them 

have a clear understanding of why the teachers in schools don’t use it. One possibility is 

that using technology in the classroom would create a different atmosphere than the 

traditional one that teachers are used to as well on their own, which might be the reason 

for a lack of technological skills.  

Communication skills. The second point that participants addressed under this 

theme is that teachers’ communication skills are needed in all classrooms to engage 

students. Some Saudi teachers do not understand that students’ reactions can be based on 

their interpersonal skills. Teachers’ verbal and nonverbal communication can be vital to 

improving their teaching style and thereby to developing students’ learning.  

Teacher communication with students was mentioned by two participants in Saudi 

Arabia in their responses on how teachers can improve their teaching style and engage 

students in the learning process in addition to the use of technology. Haifa said, “The best 

mediation tool to use in the classroom is communication; that is, how the teacher 

communicates with students. If there is no real communication, and the teacher doesn’t 

understand her students’ situations, students will not be able to receive any knowledge 

from her. In addition, they will not respect her”.   

Reem said, “Teachers need to pay attention to small things in their classroom to 

improve their teaching style. I think the best tool is giving some of the class time to the 

students to discuss with each other, to be creative and to talk with teachers also, which 

most Saudi teachers neglect this part of their classroom.” These participants see that a 

teacher’s interpersonal skills with students are key tools in developing her teaching 

practice. Their answers, based on their learning experiences as Saudi students from 
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elementary school to college, argue for the importance of teachers having good 

communication with students, understanding their situations and giving them time to 

discuss and create.   

Moreover, only one of Tucson participants commented that some Saudi teachers, 

like other teachers, may lack interpersonal communication skills with their students. They 

don’t recognize that verbal and nonverbal communication is important for improving 

their teaching style and developing students’ learning. Samira said, “A teacher could 

connect what she is talking about with real life also using tools such as acting. Drawing 

on the board will make students engage in the learning process.” So, she considers 

effective body language as a significant tool that teachers could use to develop teaching 

practices in the classroom as a way to explain difficult tasks that students might 

encounter in the classroom. Therefore, teachers’ interpersonal skills with students are 

necessary for creating an effective classroom, opening students’ minds to the lesson, and 

making them engage with the learning.  

   Teachers’ communication skills, both verbal and nonverbal, are tools to develop 

their teaching practice and create a motivated environment in the classroom. The key 

teaching skills mentioned by participants indicate that some Saudi teachers need to 

develop their interpersonal skills such as understanding students’ situations, giving 

students time to be creative, and understanding that their body language has an impact on 

students.   

Differentiated Instruction 

Students in the classroom have different abilities to understand the content 

presented by the teachers. Studies, such as Tomlinson (1999), Hall (2002), and Algozzine 
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and Anderson (2007), indicate that there are some aspects that teachers need to be aware 

of in order to meet students’ needs. These awareness skills improve the teachers’ ability 

to grab their students’ attention in class.  

Student attention. Teachers’ ability to deliver content to students in “simple 

ways” was the first response I got from participants related to the skills that Saudi 

teachers need to be aware of. Two comments came from participants in Tucson and one 

from the participant in Saudi Arabia. All agree that Saudi teachers must know when to 

share important information in the classroom and what is the best strategy to implement 

in the classroom.  

    Foz said, “From my educational background experience, I learned that teachers 

should bring their students’ attention to the topic after some minutes and these minutes, 

based on students’ ages, then tell them the important information in a simple way.”  Then 

Foz continued to say that teachers need to have skills in how to grasp students’ attention 

with suitable tools according to the length of their “attention span.” Foz said, “The 

teacher’s skill in implementing different strategies in their class is important, but the most 

important thing is their ability to grasp student’s attention in the perfect moment with 

suitable strategies. Thus, teachers need to be aware of students “attention span.” Samira 

said, “Simplicity in presenting the information to the students is an important skill that 

teachers should have. There are some teachers who make different interruptions during 

the topic explanation, which creates confusion for the students and then they will not get 

anything from them.”  

These responses were drawn around teachers’ need to be knowledgeable about 

how to invite students’ attention to the class topic and their ability in teaching the content 
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in simple ways. They see these teaching skills as essential for teachers to provide clear 

explanations without any pauses. Also, they insist that without this knowledge, teachers 

will fail in implementing a teaching strategy because they don’t know when and how to 

do so.  

Fatimah, another participant from Saudi Arabia, said, “I think the most significant thing 

is the teacher’s skill in how to deliver the content to the students in a simple way that 

makes students engaged with the content whether she uses traditional or modern teaching 

strategies.”  

To sum up this point, these participants’ responses demonstrated agreement that 

teachers should be more knowledgeable and critical as to which strategies help to engage 

students’ attention in the classroom. Selecting the best strategy is not an easy task for 

teachers, but they need to be conscious of this knowledge and how implementing 

different instructional strategies in their classroom provides their students with needed 

skills.   

Time management and organization. Secondly, there are some studies (Oliver 

& Reschly, 2007; Emmer & Stough, 2001) regarding teachers who mastered minimal 

pedagogical knowledge, but have limited skills in using time management strategies, 

organization and good planning. These limited skills prevent teachers from fostering the 

positive, organized learning environment necessary for them to teach and for students to 

learn.  

The use of time management strategies, organization and good planning is the 

second point that participants from Saudi Arabia brought up through their responses to 

the skills that Saudi teachers need to be aware of. They mentioned that teachers need to 
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be perceptive of time management strategies, classroom organization and good subject 

planning. They believed that not having good planning skills may make teachers feel 

overwhelmed and want to cover the required content in the textbook in a short time. 

Fatimah said, “It is important for teachers to use time management strategies and have 

careful plans for her class in order to divide the units and chapters for her students 

without putting a lot of pressure on both of them, I mean on herself and on her students.”  

  Reem said, “If the teachers define the best strategy to fit the content and her 

students’ skills, why could she not use it. There are a lot of topics that don’t need 

explanation from teachers, so teachers can think of these topics and mix them with other 

topics as a strategy she can apply in her class. But she needs to think of a good plan first 

and organize her work with students.”    

The participants believe that students can’t be focused all the time and teachers 

need to break content into smaller time periods. This ability includes being able to 

estimate how much time teacher will use and how long it will take for students to 

understand the task, to be able to construct a lesson plan, and to be able to organize the 

materials they need for the lesson.  

  Differentiated learning. The third point participants brought forward is 

promoting teachers’ knowledge about providing differentiated learning. A given 

classroom will have many students with different learning styles. It is the teachers’ 

responsibility to have knowledge about how they can reach each student.  Differentiation 

in teaching method is the teachers’ ability to plan and produce instruction suited to each 

student. 
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  The Saudi participants in Tucson highly recommended that teachers should know 

about differentiation in teaching methods and incorporate an alternative one based on 

their students’ type of learning. They see that using a range of materials in class would 

also help students stay focused and engaged. Therefore, they believed that teachers need 

to have a good educational background about differentiation in teaching methods before 

implementing them in their classroom.     

Regarding this point, Samira said, “A teacher could connect what is she talking 

about with real life by using tools such as acting and drawing on the board. This will 

make students engage in the learning process as well as when the teacher combines 

different types of learning. Some students learn by doing, listening and saying so she 

would find one method besides an engagement activity to bring all her students’ attention 

to the topic.” Hanan agreed on what Aisha said related to the need for fostering teachers’ 

knowledge about differentiated instruction: “I think in Saudi Arabia we need to promote 

teachers’ knowledge about differentiation in teaching methods so they have to know them 

first then implement them in their classroom”.  

Participants in Saudi Arabia also talked about the importance of realizing 

differentiated instruction and how that would improve students’ learning outcomes. 

Fatimah said, “Teachers should be capable of knowing the different learning styles of 

their students and work toward these needs. Also, incorporating new teaching methods is 

not enough if the teachers do not offer best practices to their students.” Reem said, 

“Teachers should encourage each other to learn about the differentiated instruction and 

work together to improve the quality of their teaching in order to meet their students’ 

needs.”  
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These comments suggest that Saudi teachers need improvement in their teaching 

practices with differentiated instruction, and in order to develop their teaching practice 

they have to know what type of learners are in their classrooms.    

Teacher Perspectives Toward Students 

The first point of this sub-theme is that Saudi teachers need to be aware of their 

perspective toward students including dealing with students who make mistakes with an 

open mind. Students go to school with the expectation of having a teacher who supports 

them in learning new things and trying something new without being afraid of making 

mistakes. Thus, teachers must encourage students to raise their hands if they don’t 

understand the class topic or if they wish to think in a different way.  

Teachers’ respect of students. All of the participants in Tucson advocated the 

need of attending to teachers’ responses to students’ comments and questions in the 

classroom. They see a need for teachers to change their feedback and take students’ 

responses seriously with respect to their own point of view.   

In the group interview, Nouf and Sara agreed with Amal who said, “There are 

some Saudi teachers who don’t respect students’ level of thinking. We know that students 

have different levels of thinking, but we as teachers must respect their opinions and 

questions if they ask in the class either during the explanation or at the end of the class 

period instead of laughing, which allows other students to laugh also and prevents them 

from asking next time.” Nouf added, “Also, teachers must respect the students’ time by 

letting them enter their office instead of making them wait. As well, teachers should give 

the students emotional support by understanding their needs and issues.”  
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Foz and Njoud said, “Teachers need to deal with students who make mistakes 

with open minds and patience without making fun of their questions. Believe in the 

students’ and what they say, because there are differences between students in learning 

ability.” These perspectives showed that if teachers want to have effective classrooms, 

they must receive student’s responses with open minds and consider questions as 

powerful resources in the classroom. Fatimah, the only participant from Saudi Arabia, 

mentioned how the teachers’ responses will have an impact upon students becoming 

active and positive learners. She said, “Teachers must support and motivate students in 

learning new things to be effective learners.”  

Teachers have authority in the classroom to increase the students’ motivation 

toward learning new things without hesitating or fearing failure. Teachers’ manner and 

action with regard to students’ answers and motivation for learning have a significant 

impact on students’ self-esteem (Frank,Reich & Humphreys, 2003). 

Students’ self-confidence. The second point is how teachers can raise students’ 

self-confidence in asking questions. The work of teaching carries with it many 

responsibilities in the classroom not limited to teaching. Teachers have to be a good role 

model to their students, be able to give them personal advice, and generate positive self-

esteem within their students. Thus, these students will grow up remembering these good 

teachers who inspire them to learn new things.  

Participants in Tucson argued that teachers have the benefit of the hidden 

curriculum for creating a good class environment that will increase students’ self-

confidence. Aisha responded to Hanan that, “Teachers are students’ role models. They 

can teach things not in the curriculum that could be inserted and embedded in the 
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curriculum in the classroom. You don’t have to say to students you should do this or you 

should not do this. The teacher can communicate with her students in an indirect way. 

Teachers teach students life, not only teach them content.” Samira said, “I always have 

this belief that teachers’ personality is more important than teaching skills because they 

are dealing with students, giving the emotional support, building a positive relationship 

and raising students’ self- confidence. All these duties need required skills from the 

teachers and create a natural environment.” They advocate that teachers can open 

different avenues for promoting their students’ educational and personal lives.  

Haifa and Reem, from among the Saudi participants, explain the good teachers are 

the ones who are positive toward their students and flexible to accept their students’ 

situations. Haifa said, “Teachers should make an effort to understand students’ needs and 

respect their situations in order to build a good connection with her students.”  Reem 

said, “teachers should love their students and their teaching job and have an aspiration to 

accept all the difficulties they will experience.” Thus, they believe the teachers’ job is not 

just to teach content but to foster a whole student.  

Adapt the Curriculum and Pedagogy 

The data represents participants’ perspectives related to the curriculum and 

pedagogy in Saudi Arabia and how they have become an obstacle for teachers, not 

inspiring them to develop their teaching skills, but rather to maintain a traditional 

teaching style. However, participants indicate in their comments that teachers have to 

adapt and adjust curriculum and pedagogy based on student need. 

Restricting students’ skills. The first issue participants mentioned in their 

responses was that a traditional pedagogy limits students’ skills, since it is based on 
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memorization and does not address critical and higher thinking skills. The first reaction I 

got from Saudi participants in Tucson was the differences between the pedagogy in the 

U.S. and in Saudi Arabia and how the impact on students' thinking. 

 In the focus group, Aisha remarked and Hanan argued that, “To develop Saudi’s 

teachers' practice we need to work on the curriculum itself. The curriculum itself doesn’t 

help these teachers, since it is just based on memorization and recording, which does not 

address the higher thinking of people. But when kids have good curriculum from 

childhood, they will grow up with a different mind”. Foz and Njoud also mentioned the 

same point in their group, that Saudi curriculum does not address critical thinking skills, 

which the new generation needs to build their inner self, “We think that the curriculum 

should address how to help students use their higher critical thinking and problem-

solving skills because there are many students who do not have the self-confidence to ask 

questions in front of their class due to low self-esteem. So teachers need to learn these 

skills first in order to apply them to their students”.  

These participants want Saudi students to develop their critical thinking skills and 

to be active learners starting from the early years of school life. They do not want 

students to limit their skills to recording facts from teachers and books, which is a 

student’s life in most Saudi schools.  

On the other hand, only two of participants from Saudi Arabia brought up the 

need to develop pedagogy not only in schools, but also at the college level. Reem said, 

“As a Master's student, I think students at this stage should master their skills through 

doing research and presentations instead of reducing their skills to more memorization for 

a final exam.  The curriculum in different subjects does not motivate students to be 
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critical thinkers or teach us how to be a good scholar or prepare us to be a good writer 

and investigator”.  

Also, Haifa said, “In our curriculum, we neglected the need to develop our 

students’ skills in aspects such as creativity, research, and building their self- learning 

confidence by limiting their skills to memorizing the facts in a book”. From their 

responses, I can see that they disagree with their college system and the requirement to 

memorize more facts for an exam over the more important skills necessary for the future.   

Moreover, they want to change the pedagogy to support students-learning through 

engaging in productive skills and research opportunities rather than simply memorizing 

the content of some classes. They want to expand responsibility to create meaningful 

educational experiences to let students gain fruitful skills, such as critical and higher 

thinking, solving problems, creative and exploration skills that will help them in their 

future life and increase their acquisition of knowledge. 

Engaging students in lifelong learning. The second issue related to the need to 

adapt the Saudi curriculum and pedagogy is that schools should be a place where students 

engage in lifelong learning skills. Four participants in Tucson stated that students are not 

taught skills that will accompany them the rest of their lives. They believed the 

curriculum should integrate the different aspects of social, cultural, and economic life 

around students with the class topics to help students recognize the challenges they might 

face in their future careers. 

 The participants in Tucson, in different focus group interviews, mentioned this 

point, but none of the participants from Saudi Arabia mentioned it in their responses. 

Aisha strongly agreed with what Hanan said related to this, “I always like the idea of 
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going out of the classroom when we are learning how to deal and communicate with 

others. It is beyond just learning the information; it is about interacting as human beings 

with everybody and how to be social. The curriculum should help teachers teach students 

skills that will accompany them all their life”. In addition, Njoud said in her focus group 

with Foz, “What we want to add to our curriculum is connecting what students learn in 

class with something from their life outside the classroom, and to teach them the critical 

skills they need in real places and in their future jobs”. Samira said, “The curriculum 

needs to develop students to be independent researchers and lifelong learners.  From my 

experience studying here in the US, I find that Saudi students have low skills in research 

and are very dependent on others to teach them these skills”.  

According to these participants’ views, they believe that connecting classroom 

learning with outside subjects will help students to be lifelong learners since there are a 

lot of skills students can develop that are not related to school. They want to have a 

powerful curriculum and pedagogy that creates an effective classroom and helps students 

understand the class knowledge and be able to transfer this knowledge outside the 

classroom setting. 

Relying on the textbook. The third issue addressed how the Saudi curriculum 

and pedagogy restrict students’ knowledge to the textbook, leaving no room for teachers 

to provide other resources. The participants believed that a classroom textbook should not 

be the only learning tool that teachers use with their students, but should include other 

resources and materials outside the classroom. Like the previous point, this issue was 

only mentioned by participants in Tucson.  
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 Njoud reported in the focus group with Foz, “The curriculum did not give 

teachers the opportunity to take students outside the school to learn more about different 

topics; it controls teachers’ information and knowledge with the textbook”. Samira said, 

“The curriculum is not serving teachers by bringing different resources to the classroom. 

It limits their skills to receiving information from one place, the textbook; then teachers 

transfer this information verbatim to their students without putting any effort into 

adopting new ways of providing information”. Aisha affirmed what Hanan said related to 

this, “The curriculum needs to improve students’ skills to be independent learners and not 

to look to the textbook and teachers as the only sources of information. We need to 

develop a curriculum that addresses the need to share the sources of knowledge between 

teachers and students, as well as expanding sources of knowledge to include resources 

outside the school and the textbook”.  

These participants’ experiences learning in Saudi Arabia indicate the need to 

reduce the domination of textbook information and to allow teachers to include different 

resources of information to their classroom. They remember a very prescriptive textbook 

that guides the implementation of teachers’ explanations step by step in the classroom. 

Instead, they want students to develop their background experiences based on different 

resources outside the classroom and not to be limited only to the information in the 

textbook because they believe that a school's textbook only tells one perspective of a 

concept; it only has facts that need to be recorded by students and does not contain 

problem-solving or higher-level thinking questions.  

Increasing discussion skills. The last point under the curriculum and pedagogy 

sub-theme was the need to increase students’ discussion skills from elementary school to 
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the college level. The pedagogy should replace the lecturing teaching style with 

discussion-based instruction to create a respectful educational environment not only in 

the classroom, but that also extends into the community and around the world.  

 All three focus groups mentioned the need of raising Saudi students’ discussion 

skills. Teaching students these skills would help them express their opinions to other 

people at an academic level.  Njoud said in the focus group with Foz, “The curriculum 

needs to work on increasing students’ discussion skills starting in elementary school. 

Teaching students these important skills will benefit students their whole life, I mean in 

communication skills, in social media and face to face”.  Aisha agreed with Hanan 

arguing, “I want the curriculum to work on the students’ discussion skills. I want our 

students to state their opinions in a respectful way when they disagree with each other. I 

want them to know how to engage in positive talk, to give each other positive insights 

about themselves and I believe that it will start in the classroom. Students should learn all 

of these skills in the elementary school, not only at the college level”. Nouf said in her 

focus group, “I think the curriculum should address some skills beginning in elementary 

school and not wait until the college level, for example, discussion skills; if our students 

had previous skills in school, they would not have any problems in their first year of 

college”. 

  Participants recognize the importance of discussion skills in the learning process. 

Having a discussion reflects one's educational level, so they want these skills in Saudi 

students before going to college. Saudi students nowadays do a lot of discussion with 

other people outside their culture and need to learn to respect another's opinion. Through 

their responses, they told me how children in the US know basic argument skills, even 
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when talking with older people. Finally, they believe that if the classroom includes 

sharing conversations between students and teachers, it will increase the students’ 

awareness of the communication skills of listening respectfully to others and knowing 

when it is their turn to speak. 

 To sum up this sub-theme, participants’ strategy supported developing the Saudi 

curriculum and pedagogy to address the following skills: lifelong learning, active 

learning, connecting classroom learning to real-life experiences, and allowing discussion 

opportunities between students and teachers. They believe these skills would make 

teaching and learning in Saudi Arabia more effective. 

Support from Administration and Collaborative Team Teaching 

The need for support from the administration and for the ability to work with 

other teachers as a collaborative team were repeatedly mentioned in participants’ 

responses as a strategy to improving teaching or to inspire teachers to adopt a new style. 

They believed that collaborative work between the administration and teachers would 

have a positive impact on school development as a whole, especially on acquiring 

teaching skills and on student achievement. 

Working together as team. The first point stated by participants was that 

teachers and administrators need to work together to generate an effective classroom 

environment for students. The different responsibilities that teachers have in their 

classrooms in Saudi Arabia make them hesitant to try out new methods of teaching. 

When teachers are open to receive feedback from other teachers or school leaders, 

because this feedback helps them positively promote themselves as teachers and develop 

their teaching process. Hanan admitted that, “Feedback from the principal and other 
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teachers would be a good tool that teachers can use to improve the quality of their 

teaching styles. A teacher could invite observers frequently to her classroom to benefit 

from their feedback. However, if she is not sure about her teaching ability, it would also 

be valuable to talk with previous teachers and show them lesson plans”. 

 Foz and Njoud discussed the importance of providing teachers with feedback 

from the school’s principal as part of the principal's job. Foz said, “I blame not only 

teachers, but also the school’s principal, who has some authority to implement a new 

strategy and develop the school. Supplying a teacher with feedback would be beneficial 

in improving teachers’ skills in teaching and make teachers aware of new teaching 

methods”. Amal said to Nouf and Sara, “providing teachers with regular feedback would 

be a successful element in motivating teachers’ teaching practice, which they could use to 

modify or make adjustments to fit their classroom culture”.  

Only Reem, out of all participants in Saudi Arabia, considered feedback and 

collaboration between the administration and teachers a significant component toward 

developing teachers' practice. Reem said, “To improve the quality of teaching, teachers 

must work as a team; supporting each other, offering motivation and providing honest 

feedback to each other”. Participants asserted that teachers spend most their time in the 

professional environment surrounded by teachers and administrators, thus teachers should 

understand the advantage of inviting them to observe their classroom and provide 

feedback that would enable them to work on improving student outcomes.  

Maintain professional development. Participants discussed in their responses 

the responsibility of a school administration to maintain a professional development 

workshop plan for teachers. School leaders should work with teachers to schedule time 
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for a professional development plan where teachers could learn about and discuss new 

pedagogy in the education field.  Professional development should provide teachers with 

the opportunity to learn new teaching skills to increase student learning as well as to 

develop individual teachers. However, to develop successful and powerful professional 

development, school leadership may need to modify teachers' class time and provide 

teachers with supplies and structure to work cooperatively.   

 Teachers learn more when they are placed in professional development from time 

to time to work with other teachers collaboratively (DuFour & DuFour, 2010). School 

leaders should open these opportunities for teachers during school hours, providing other 

teachers to maintain their classrooms to permit the regular teachers time to discuss their 

teaching practice, curriculum and instruction with other teachers (Lashway, 2003; Huber, 

2008).   

Samira was the only participant in Tucson who advocated for the advantage of 

attending professional development. She said, “providing teachers with professional 

development before teaching and while teaching is an important factor to helping 

teachers improve their teaching style. When I was a teacher in a private school, there 

were some professional development opportunities to attend, but there should be 

opportunities for public school teachers as well”.  Fatimah, a participant in Saudi Arabia, 

talked about the need for professional development for Saudi school teachers. She said, 

“We need to arrange a professional development plan for our public schools’ teachers to 

modernize their teaching skills; they need to understand the new ideas in teaching to 

prevent incorrect ways of implementation. However, we can’t have these kinds of 
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professional development plans if we don’t work together as a team, besides getting the 

necessary support from the schools’ leaders”.  

 These two perspectives based on teaching experience in Saudi schools describe 

the need for support from the leadership in providing incentives to attend professional 

development to connect teachers with new teaching approaches. They believe teachers 

should go to professional development workshops to learn and focus on teaching methods 

and become knowledgeable about them. 

Role of leadership. School leaders can promote teachers’ learning about teaching 

styles by encouraging them to attend workshops that already exist in the school district. 

Workshop educational experiences for in-service teachers would promote attention to 

modern approaches in classroom instruction, provide them with ideas about meeting their 

students' needs and encourage more flexibility in teaching.  

The participants were aware that there are workshops for public teachers in the 

Directing and Consulting Office of every city in Saudi Arabia. The issue is that some 

teachers do not attend them. The participants in Tucson, Hanan and Aisha, agreed that the 

school administration can help teachers find the best workshops by listing them in their 

office and reminding teachers that attendance is a part of their job. Hanan said, “I think 

intervention from the administration would be great if teacher development were 

mandatory instead of just encouraged.”. Likewise, Nouf said in her focus group 

interview, “One of the administration office’s roles in the schools is to encourage 

teachers to join workshops for promoting their teaching style; the Ministry of Education 

presents different workshops for each subject with the aim of instructing teachers about 

modern teaching styles”. Sara agreed and added, “In my college, where I teach now, the 
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Education Department changed the curriculum and required teachers to use modern 

strategies and teaching methods, instead of the old one, so it’s their job to tell teachers 

about it”.  

Fatimah, a participant in Saudi Arabia said, “School leaders should support 

teachers by giving them access to the workshops that are offered by the Directing and 

Consulting Office around the city because the Ministry of Education opens these 

workshops especially for in-service teachers to improve their teaching skills and to give 

them the new teaching strategies. However, teachers should look them up for themselves 

to improve themselves as teachers and to think of tools to help students achieve higher 

levels of understanding”.  

Thus, the opinion of these participants is that one role of leadership is to support 

teachers’ attendance of these workshops and facilitate attendance in order to help teachers 

improve the quality of teaching in schools. These workshop experiences will foster 

teachers' growth, proficiency, understanding, and efficiency, and inspire them to explore 

new workshops that will lead to continued growth. 

Love of teaching. The participants argued that teachers should love themselves, 

love teaching as a job and be inspired to improve the quality of teaching without waiting 

for support from the school leadership. Teachers should think of the development of their 

students and their classrooms as their own responsibility and think of their own ways to 

change their classroom teaching style. 

  Participants believe that teachers should express respect for their job as teachers. 

Foz commented on this point by saying, “The love of teaching should come from inside, 

not only when someone visits your classroom from the supervisor’s office. We see 
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teachers who give everything that they know about a topic and who are implementing 

new methods in teaching, such as connecting class topics, and yet the class is perfect only 

when someone observes their classroom to evaluate their teaching”. Njoud added that, “If 

for some reason a teacher is prevented from attending a workshop, there are easy ways to 

write on the Internet how to teach a concept or a subject and she could create a team with 

other teachers based on exchanging experiences”. Samira had similar comments saying, 

“So if a teacher is eager to teach, she will find a way to develop herself and she will be 

motivated to reflect on her students' ability to learn. I think that it is all based on the 

teacher, whether she really wants to use new methods. There is no reason or excuse; 

online workshops and YouTube are full of teaching strategies and lesson plans for 

different subjects”.  

Aisha said in the focus group interview with affirmation from Hanan, “There are 

some mandatory workshops, but some teachers do not want to attend them, and even 

when they do attend, they come by force, not willing to learn any new skills. I do believe 

this kind of teacher is looking for a job instead of loving teaching, so they don’t care 

about their students' learning level. We need to learn how to be responsible for our 

students' learning and help them get new 21st Century skills”. Then she added, “We don’t 

want to generalize, but even with that sad reality, there are teachers who are motivated 

and work on the quality of their teaching”.  

The Possibilities of Inquiry in Saudi Arabian Classrooms 

The second big theme identified from the interviews of Saudi women focused on 

the possibilities of learning by inquiry in Saudi classrooms. Four sub-categories emerged: 
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Individuals’ opinions about inquiry, inquiry skills for students’ lives and futures, Possible 

class limitations and school levels appropriate for inquiry.  

Individuals’ Opinions about Inquiry  

None of the Tucson participants had ever seen an inquiry approach implemented 

in their Saudi schools, nor had they even heard about it in Saudi Arabia. The participants 

who had studied educational courses in Tucson were familiar with inquiry, but did not 

really understand it. However, the participants in the English language program told me 

that their teachers had never used an inquiry approach with them in class. When I asked 

them, “What is the inquiry approach?”, everyone supplied an answer, but none of the 

answers addressed the actual definition of an inquiry approach.   

Hanan and Aisha stated that they had no knowledge about inquiry before coming 

to the U.S.; understanding of inquiry was based on their experiences at the U of A.  Aisha 

said, “I imagine that the inquiry approach is a student-centered approach that is based on 

learning through discussion, the students searching for knowledge under the guidance of 

the teachers. However, what I know about it is actually based on what I have read here, 

not from back in Saudi Arabia”.  

Hanan said, “I'm actually taking the class about inquiry, and the whole idea of it is 

how to use the resource of inquiry to reach a problem or to engage attention in the 

classroom.” 

Foz and Njoud agreed that, “The inquiry approach is based on learning by doing, which 

includes group discussions and collaborative teams working with each other in the 

classroom with teacher guidance. Also, teachers start the class with the good strategy of 

asking an interesting question that will motivate students to learn more and search for 
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answers from different resources outside the classroom, not only from the textbook.” 

They said, “We didn’t hear about inquiry until we came to the USA”. They understand 

that the teachers’ role in inquiry is to be a helper and guide. Teachers help their students 

by providing different resources to investigate a chosen topic. The students' development 

depends on their interactions with each other and their engagement in classroom 

activities. The teachers highlight activities centered around collective questions that 

students answer directly via collaborative work and discussion assisted by the teacher.  

A second group of Tucson participants thought they had used some kind of 

supportive engagement activity to encourage inquiry in their own teaching experience. 

They admitted they had not used every aspect of inquiry, but were convinced that these 

engagement activities had made a difference in their classrooms and in their students’ 

understanding.  Even though Amal, Sara, and Nouf had all come from different cities in 

Saudi Arabia, none of them had heard about inquiry in the KSA.  Amal said, “There 

might be some teachers who use it, but we don't know who they are.” Then Nouf said, “I 

think it's a problem-based method in which the teacher doesn’t tell her students the topic 

directly, but starts with an interesting story or compelling ideas and makes them think of 

a solution to a problem.” Then she continued, “I did that once with my students in 

college. I had them watch a documentary without telling them what the problem was. I let 

them figure it out by themselves and find the solution. It took a few weeks to finish the 

lesson, which included group discussions in class and an online discussion I opened to let 

them think about it and ask questions of each other. I really liked it because the students 

came to class prepared to discuss and were interested in hearing the other students' 

answers about the topic. Also, when I found that we didn't have enough class time to 



	

	

216	

allow all the students to share, I took note of their questions and submitted them on an 

online discussion to help them develop their discussions that way”.  

Through our group discussion, I found that Saudi colleges are very different from 

each other. Nouf comes from a new university in Saudi Arabia, and her college's 

department gives her freedom to change and develop the curriculum because they see her 

as a young, motivated educator who has been educated abroad. Therefore, she can adapt 

and change things and do what she thinks is right for her students based on her 

educational background. However, not all of the participants have this freedom in their 

departments. Some of them told me, “No one takes our suggestions seriously because 

they see us as their naive students because we do not have as much experience as they 

do.”   

Samira said, “I think the inquiry approach is teaching students how to be 

interested in searching for real information by themselves, motivating them to be a 

learner all the time, teaching them how to work with others and to share the new 

information they gain with others.” Samira said, “If that is inquiry, I used to do it when I 

taught. I have often asked my students to search for information by themselves, and they 

really did come to the next class prepared to tell me the answers they found. It was great! 

I learned a lot from the young people, and we shared the knowledge with my other 

students.”  

These participants understand that an inquiry approach gives teachers the 

opportunity to determine their students’ knowledge and see their students’ development.  

Their teaching experience and my explanation of inquiry revealed that students 

understand content better and acquire more ideas and skills when they engage in the 
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learning activities than through lectures. Finally, Saudi participants were unfamiliar with 

inquiry and whether it was used anywhere in Saudi Arabia. Thus, their responses were 

more succinct than participants in Tucson who were more familiar with inquiry.  

 Fatimah said, “This kind of approach is not used in a Saudi class, but there are 

some teachers who are willing to use new teaching approaches in their classrooms”. 

Reem said, “I have never heard of it, but teachers sometimes do start with a story or an 

event and invite students to think about the topic for a week.” Haifa said, “Honestly, I 

don’t have any idea about this approach because I am in higher education, not in public 

education. But I think that the teacher creates an interesting story to intensify students' 

curiosity to know more about the topic so they will search and research to find out more 

about it.”  

From my discussion with them as individuals, I understand that in Saudi graduate 

schools, they don’t expose students to educational teaching method classes, they only 

focus on their majors, even when they are going to be a lecturer in a college. They told 

me, “We have never taken a class related to pedagogy and teaching in our Masters' 

classes; we just learn information related to our majors. We learn teaching skills by 

experience”. These participants are from a college in a Saudi University that holds them 

to a specific role as teachers and to a prescribed curriculum. They told me that they are 

forbidden to change the required textbooks, even when a book is an old edition with 

incorrect or obsolete information in it.  

     Based on participants’ responses, I divided them into three groups. The first group 

put a lot of attention on the teacher's role in developing the students’ strategies and 

organizing the inquiry class. The second group appreciated the inquiry approach for 
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providing their students with engagement activities. The last group had never heard about 

inquiry, but were willing to explore it. However, I realized that none of the participants 

have been directly exposed to an inquiry approach through a lesson using the inquiry 

approach in class in Saudi Arabia, or even in Tucson. They have limited ideas about 

inquiry, which include the invitation and letting students ask questions related to the 

topic. They did not recognize the various features of the “Inquiry Cycle” that engages 

students in an inquiry class. Thus, I explained as much I could to them about the inquiry 

cycle, the teachers’ role in creating the proper environment and using all possible 

materials and resources as information to transform into useful knowledge. The more 

exposure students have to engagement activities similar to real life situations, the more 

life skills students will gain. 

Inquiry Skills for Students’ Lives and Futures 

After we discussed the definition of an inquiry approach and whether it was used 

in Saudi Arabia, we considered the important skills that students could gain from inquiry. 

There are many studies that confirm the skills that students gain after being an active 

learner in an inquiry lesson. The Tucson participants concentrated on the skills students 

needed for the benefit of their futures (Wu & Hsieh,2006; Gormally, Brickman, Hallar, & 

Armstrong, 2009 & Barell, 2010).  

Higher critical thinking skills. The first skills the Tucson participants discussed 

were higher critical thinking skills and problem-solving skills. Two Tucson groups shared 

similar responses.  

The first group, Hanan and Aisha, said, “Our students are not fluent in their 

speech, not experienced in dealing with others, and not developed in their higher critical 
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thinking because they don’t learn these skills, or any of the creative aspects of these 

skills, in school.” Njoud and Foz, the second group, supported inquiry, since they 

advocate the need for 21st Century skills for our students. They said, “Students will learn 

how to be critical thinkers and critical analysts with creative and problem-solving skills”.  

Through interviewing these participants, I discovered that they were frustrated 

that Saudi schools don’t provide these skills for our students. We all grew up in the same 

public schools and know that the only things we learned to be true were the textbook's 

opinion and the teacher’s explanation. Because of this, we graduated with limited critical 

thinking and problem-solving skills. Both groups reported these skills were not taught 

even at the college level in Saudi Arabia. They gave me examples of how, when they 

were in school, the teachers did not allow students to think of alternative ways to solve 

even a math problem. For example, Foz said, “I remember when I was in middle school, I 

showed my math teacher how I got the same result that she had, but in a different way. 

She did not even let me finish my explanation. She said, 'Do it the way I did it!'” 

Moreover, the participants blame this problem on the curriculum itself and saw inquiry as 

pathway to developing 21st Century skills for the next generation.  

Discussion skills. Discussion skills was the second skill set all three Tucson focus 

groups brought up in their responses about an inquiry approach. Discussion skills are 

important for students in both their academic and social lives. Moreover, discussion skills 

increase students’ confidence in themselves, develop their analytical skills and teach 

them how to be a good listener. Inquiry lessons would support our Saudi students’ growth 

in group discussions skills (Savery, & Duffy, 1995; Applebee, Langer, Nystrand, & 

Gamoran, 2003).  
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      Hanan said, “This approach will help students’ learn skills of argumentation, 

discussion, and debate; because some students in our schools have self-esteem issues, 

they are shy about expressing their ideas anyway and they are not taught how to build an 

argument to support their ideas. The Inquiry approach will encourage students to speak in 

public.” Hanan shared ideas based on her experience observing children who were able to 

explain their point of view with supporting ideas from books. She said, “One time I was 

studying at coffee shop near my apartment and I saw a little boy who was discussing 

some topic with his dad. His dad was arguing with him to encourage him to talk more; 

and I heard the boy say, 'But I read in this book...' and 'I saw in this document this and 

this', so this little boy already knew how to support his opinions with different resources, 

not only with school textbooks or his teachers' perspectives”. Hanan was amazed at the 

boy's skills in argument, skills she wants Saudi children to have, which they could if we 

applied inquiry in the Saudi classroom.  

  According to the second group, Njoud, and Foz, our students need to grow up 

with discussion skills. Foz said, “In addition to other skills, inquiry teaches students how 

to listen and respect other people when they talk about topics, even when they are 

listening to people from from a different background and who see things from a different 

perspective. In the end they will learn dialog and discussion skills.” Foz mentioned these 

particular skills because we are here studying and dealing with people from different 

cultural backgrounds. In addition to the advantage of communication skills, we need to 

learn how to understand and respect other people's ideas and how to express our opinions 

and feelings in a sensitive and academic way. These are important skills to develop in the 
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early years in our schools because these are academic and social skills we need in 

everyday life situations in our modern, global economy. 

  It was particularly interesting that Nouf reported using a non-traditional teaching 

method when she explained, “I have done something I think is similar to the inquiry 

approach. I did not use our textbook in one unit; I let my students watch a documentary in 

our class, then I let the students define the questions in the documentary and put them in 

groups to discuss and find a good solution for the problem. After that, each group 

reported to the class their way of solving the problem. All of them were good solutions, 

of course, because the documentary had a different perspective for a solution for our 

topic, which was learning difficulties. I noticed that in this unit of our class, the students 

came to class prepared to discuss and had interesting ideas to present, they became more 

aware of the level of questions they asked and they used academic words; they learned 

how to respect each other’s' opinion and waited until the other group finished their part 

without interrupting. I can say that the discussion was really sharp and even respectful, 

and I could tell the difference between discussions before I did it and afterwards.”  

 These responses show how discussion skills would improve students’ confidence 

and communication skills. Nouf experienced for herself how students develop discussion 

skills when they have the opportunity to have discussions in class. Learning basic skills 

in a discussion, such as listening, speaking, and respecting other opinions are significant 

aspects of education for developing cooperative learning with others and social 

interaction at home, at school, and in students' futures.  

Collaboration skills. The third skill set Tucson participants discussed in their 

responses was collaboration skills. Implementing inquiry in our Saudi classrooms would 
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cultivate students’ collaboration skills through working with each other as they search for 

new knowledge. An inquiry approach is about engaging students with each other to learn 

and to share new information. The inquiry cycle encourages collaboration and 

researching skills as students ask questions about a new problem while they build new 

information (Wu & Hsieh, 2006; Gormally, Brickman, Hallar, & Armstrong, 2009; 

Barell, 2010).  

Samira said, “I have seen many adult Saudi students who do not have 

collaboration skills. They become more dependent on the other person who work with 

them instead of working as a team. The inquiry approach will lead us to be collaborative, 

independent researchers and lifelong learners.” Samira thought that proficiency in these 

skills was connected with students’ educational background. Saudi students are not 

encouraged to be independent and self-directed in their learning in school; they are 

dependent on their teachers. Teachers are the ones responsible for students' learning in 

Saudi Arabia. The teacher tells the students what to study for the exam and how to 

answer every question; the students don’t open their minds to think or create. Samira also 

told me, “I was like them when I came here at the beginning of school. I noticed that the 

teachers didn’t say everything in the class, so I kept bothering my husband to do my 

research because he was better at it, but little by little I learned how to be an independent 

learner myself.” 

 Hanan and Aisha decided that the most important skill that students need is to 

become lifelong learners. Aisha said, “Researching skills will be the first skills students 

learn from an inquiry class, not being completely dependent on their teachers; students 

share the resources of knowledge and expand the resource of knowledge outside the 
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school and textbooks, which they will use as lifelong learners.” Hanan added, “I like the 

Inquiry approach because students learn collaboration skills by saying, 'Transfer 

knowledge from books to another place that helps students think, while other students 

talk or think, which helps them engage and collaborate in an active, dynamic 

environment'.”  

These participants connected their responses of how inquiry would benefit Saudi 

students with examples from their own life experiences as students in the U.S. and the 

changes they have noticed in their own lives. They want students to learn these skills and 

to learn new knowledge beyond the classroom and other school spaces. They understand 

that students will realize new concepts through working collaboratively with each other, 

through doing and observing.  The participants' thoughts are still developing because they 

have not stopped learning outside school; they have learned how to analyze information 

and to reflect on their learning by studying outside of the KSA.     

      In contrast to the responses about inquiry that the Tucson participants gave, the 

participants in Saudi Arabia did not give many details about inquiry skills. They 

combined all the inquiry skills into one sentence. Reem said, “Students will learn 

leadership, research, creativity, discussion and debate skills, all of which they will need 

in their futures.” Haifa said, “Inquiry will increase students’ skills in creativity, research, 

and build confident self-learning.” It was hard to explain to them that inquiry is 

conceptually based and not a set of activities and strategies that teachers randomly use. 

They told me that these inquiry skills are seldom addressed in Saudi classrooms, that 

even when teachers used these engagement activities, they did not reflect beyond the 
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classroom and book topics. They don’t allow the student to seek knowledge or ask 

questions, which hinders students from developing these skills in their lives. 

Finally, students would gain important skills from the implementation of inquiry 

in their school.  These skills of critical thinking, problem-solving, collaboration, research, 

and communication are all important skills that would create an active and successful 

new generation of students. After learning about inquiry in our interview discussions, the 

participants believed that if Saudi teachers adopted inquiry into their classrooms, Saudi 

students would attain necessary life skills that would make them lifelong learners and 

productive thinkers.  

Time as a Limitation 

The class time required for inquiry was a personal concern related to 

implementing an inquiry approach in Saudi Arabia. However, when I discussed this 

element with the participants, they all felt that class time would not be as big an obstacle 

as challenging teachers to practice modern teaching methods, combined with the obvious 

challenges of first providing teachers with these new skills. Inquiry is a process that 

needs teachers' assistance in helping students to be independent and lifelong learners. 

They were convinced that once teachers tried it in their classrooms, the time it would 

require would not be an obstacle to the process. 

  Reem, a participant in Saudi Arabia said, “I don’t see how time could be a barrier 

against using the Inquiry approach in our classrooms. There are a lot of difficult topics in 

the curriculum which require more time for explanation from teachers or where students 

need to work in a group with other students to understand, so teachers could use these 

topics and implement inquiry for them. So, for this already extended time, teachers only 



	

	

225	

need to re-think of a plan and organize their work for their students”.  Fatimah also 

commented saying, “From my perspective, teachers could do inquiry in different classes 

and the class time would not limit a teacher’s skills to provide the needed content and 

knowledge for their students unless they don’t know anything about it.” When we were 

talking about class time in Saudi Arabia, Samira said, “Class time is not a good excuse. 

Based on my experience studying English here, I saw that sometimes teachers gave us all 

their class time to help us engage in activities and answer our questions. However, if we 

really ran out of time, teacher gave us a website learning activity, so we could play a 

game and learn the concept. This idea could work in science, math or English in Saudi 

Arabia for these who say that there is not enough class time to cover all the required 

curriculum.”   

Aisha said “I think we could implement the inquiry approach in Saudi classrooms 

in 45 minutes, but we need to prepare the teachers first by integrating them into a 

preparation program about this approach and promoting their knowledge about different 

teaching styles; they have to know them before they can implement them in their 

classrooms, and even when they implement them they should record their efforts to get 

advice and to explore how we can adopt it in our culture”. Hanan agreed with Aisha and 

added, “There would be no problem in doing this approach in a Saudi classroom if they 

provided teachers with workshops. It would be a successful element to motivate these 

teachers by working to modify and adjust it to our culture. This will encourage teachers 

to feel that they can think of things to fit their students, their classrooms, and their 

school's culture.” 
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Amal, Sara, and Nouf brought up an important point when talking about inquiry 

and class time in Saudi Arabia. Nouf said, “Class time should be longer than it is now 

because teachers need enough time to have a good plan for the class and to organize the 

students. But it would be effective in college, since we already have a long class period. 

The teachers should also be the ones who select the required books for class because they 

knows what the students need to apply inquiry”.  

To sum up, the majority of the participants' responses mentioned their desire and 

interest in seeing an inquiry approach adopted in Saudi classrooms because they believe 

that our teachers can do their best to implement inquiry if they have a good understanding 

of it. They provided me with recommendations and suggestions for in-service teachers 

and what they should do to develop their teaching methods, even when they cannot attend 

professional development workshops, which is stated in the theme three under this 

question.  

School Levels Appropriate for Inquiry 

Researchers (Shulman,1981; Savery & Duffy,1995) indicate that inquiry can be 

implemented in all disciplines, in schools, and in higher education. The significance of 

using inquiry is engaging students and building their opinion about aspects of the world 

around them. Providing students with engaging tools and experiences in their schools will 

increase their abilities to be effective problem-solvers and, critical thinkers, and to respect 

the work of collaboration, as well as build other necessary skills for their futures. 

Students in all stages of school should have this environment to encourage them to go 

beyond the classroom to learn concepts.  
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After I discussed with participants the meaning of an inquiry approach and the 

skills that students would learn, I discovered different opinions about the best levels of 

school for a teacher to implement inquiry in Saudi Arabia. These different opinions 

actually related to the participants' thoughts about the class time required and the 

students’ ability to be involved in all the engagement activities of inquiry, which they had 

earlier determined would not be much of an obstacle for Saudi teachers to overcome.    

Samira was the only participant I interviewed as an individual because she could 

not come to her focus group interview. She was concerned about implementing inquiry in 

Saudi’s grade level schools. She said, “I think that the inquiry approach would be good 

for college students, since they have to learn how to research knowledge by themselves 

from various resources. But with graded schools’ students, we might have difficulty 

because the class time will reduce students’ ability to concentrate on the information and 

teachers will need to take time to organize their class, their students and to write the 

students' questions.”  Then after seeing the inquiry learning cycle, she said, “I might 

change my perspective to agree that this approach could fit secondary schools, high 

schools and the college level, but not an elementary class because these children will 

waste the teacher's time by asking unimportant questions.”  

Amal, Nouf, and Sara were in a single focus group, but they disagreed about 

which school levels could use an inquiry approach. Sara said, “I think inquiry would 

work best with students in college and in early childhood, but not with students in graded 

schools, because there is a lot of information to cover in each subject and teachers do not 

have time to plan and implement inquiry at the graded schools’ levels. Teachers in 

elementary, middle and high schools have to teach students basic, required skills to move 
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from one grade level to the next. However, if the teacher managed her time well, she 

might be able to do it, since there are some units that take longer than one class to finish, 

so perhaps she could do inquiry in those units. But in college, for example, the teacher is 

not required to cover every bit of information in the book, since college is the time for 

students to be independent learners and the teacher's job would only be leading them 

instead of teaching them”.   

The other two participants, Amal and Nouf, disagreed with her, saying, “Teachers 

could do inquiry! Why not? If a teacher had a good plan and a good framework to 

motivate her students to invite them to learn and investigate the subject, she will 

succeed.” Then Nouf said, “But teachers should be really careful in selecting questions 

because sometimes students will not ask good ones, so they much choose questions that 

will address the students' level of thinking and skills based on the students’ level of 

knowledge and understanding; then the teachers can improve the students' understanding, 

to avoid repeating old information that the students already have”.  

Thus, the disagreements in the participants' responses were associated with their 

concerns about class time, which is only 45 minutes in Saudi classrooms and concerns 

about the teachers’ skills in planning an inquiry approach with her students to indicate 

their high level of thinking. The participants do not want teachers to attempt an inquiry 

approach with only basic questions that will not address and develop critical thinking in 

students. They also saw a conflict between the successful implementation of inquiry and 

the teachers’ responsibility to teach basic information to students in the graded schools. 

However, they all agreed that college was a good place to implement inquiry, since 
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teachers could give students the big picture of class concepts and students could be 

responsible for getting the supporting knowledge for themselves.  

Both Njoud and Foz, in the second Tucson group agreed that “Saudi teachers 

could adopt the inquiry approach in their classrooms, no matter the grade level, but the 

teachers would need a good background about how to implement inquiry.” Njoud said, 

“The inquiry approach doesn’t require a lot of tools, but needs teachers to plan wisely and 

to think of suitable tools for her students before the semester starts. Thus, I think teachers 

need to learn about it before starting to use it. Otherwise, I see the best place to practice 

this new form, the inquiry approach to be in our high schools in Saudi Arabia, since they 

have fewer classes each semester and the teachers want their students to be creative and 

thinkers, even though some students refuse to do it”.  

  These two concerns address only the teachers' understanding of inquiry and how 

to benefit from all the materials and resources available for the class. The class time was 

not the biggest concern for this group. Njoud also mentioned a new form of curriculum in 

the Saudi high school. She said, “This system is not in all high schools, but my sister is a 

teacher in a school that applies a new reform; she told me that her students are required to 

do a lot of research and projects and to be creative in their work. She suggested that the 

inquiry approach would be perfect for use in high school with the new reforms, which 

include an intensive subject for one semester where the teacher could easily apply inquiry 

because she has plenty of time and the students are required to do a project and take 

action inside the school.  Hence, based on my understanding of what my sister has told 

me and of the Inquiry approach, teachers in this school could adopt inquiry because they 
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already have a new intensive curriculum and a long period of class time to meet with 

students regularly”.   

It appears that in this new form of study in Saudi high schools’ students do not 

study all the subjects every semester or learn through traditional teaching lectures.  Each 

semester, students select a determined number of subjects to study; for each new 

semester, they take subjects that they have not yet studied. Teachers are required to use a 

new strategy in teaching, which requires students to participate in group discussions, 

make reports and presentations, besides passing their exams.  

 The third and last focus group, Hanan and Aisha, in Tucson, advocates that “the 

inquiry approach can actually be used in different classrooms and in different topics, so it 

could be guided inquiry or open inquiry. But we think that to start inquiry in our schools 

it needs to be teacher guided inquiry because we want to build the teacher's cognitive 

capacity in observing students' learning, their development, and avoiding overlap that 

would teach nothing. In the end, we want students to learn new things from their 

research.”  

Samira also stated a similar idea to that of the last group, saying, “However, we 

can do inquiry in a more organized and guided way, so that teachers would not lose all 

their class time for one unit.” Twice I received the suggestion to encourage guided 

inquiry as a way to implement inquiry in the Saudi classroom until teachers adopt and 

understand an inquiry approach.  

Moreover, participants in Saudi Arabia supported the idea of teachers applying 

inquiry in all Saudi classrooms, restating their concerns about teacher preparation in the 

new practice to be a bigger obstacle than the class time required for implementation. 



	

	

231	

Reem said, “An inquiry approach would be a new approach to practice in our classrooms, 

and I think it would work because learning new things is always attractive students at any 

age and at every level”. Haifa said, “I think teachers could do this approach if they knew 

what the inquiry approach is and how to apply it in their classrooms. So, of course, 

teachers need a good background and information to recognize inquiry ideas and to 

prevent incorrect methods of implementation.” These two responses represent the 

concern of how to develop teachers' experience in using an inquiry approach. Otherwise, 

they see that students are willing and able to engage in the new learning process, but they 

need someone to guide them. They told me that when we have professionally developed 

our teachers in inquiry, they would successfully apply it. It is just difficult to advise using 

a new approach without teaching the ideas behind it and how it works.     

An inquiry approach has proven to be a great path for teaching students to 

understand their world. It is also certain that the implementation of inquiry needs careful 

organization and lesson plans to bypass the challenges of adopting something new. Thus, 

educating teachers and students about this approach would be a fruitful opportunity for 

the new generation of Saudi students. 

The Need for On-going Professional Development for In-service Saudi Teachers 

My questions about inquiry revealed a third theme from participants about the 

possibilities of using inquiry in Saudi classrooms. Thus, theme three is the participants 

believed that a professional development program is needed to invite Saudi in-service 

teachers to use inquiry and to introduce inquiry in the Saudi teaching college. I realized 

that this was an important theme to discuss in my chapter after I asked them about inquiry 

and how we could use it in our Saudi classrooms and found repeated ideas and 
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suggestions in participants’ responses. I divided this theme into three sub-themes to 

represent participants’ perspectives on the need to increase Saudi teachers’ knowledge 

about inquiry: Integrating an Inquiry Approach in the Preparation Program for Pre-

service Teachers, Inviting In-service Teachers to Inquiry by Designing a Teacher 

Training Program, and Changing Teachers’ Mindsets. 

 Integrating an Inquiry Approach in the Preparation Program for Pre-service 

Teachers  

 The first suggestion under this sub-theme is the need to reconstruct the Saudi 

teaching preparation program in the education college to provide pre-service teachers 

with new courses related to modern teaching methods, including inquiry. Many studies 

(Nuangchalerm & Prachagool, 2010; Cheng et al., 2016; Darling-Hammond, 2006) 

advocate that teaching courses in the preparation program have an impact on pre-teachers 

to change their beliefs about teaching and to become more open to different methods. The 

teaching preparation program's mission is to provide teachers with good teaching skills 

that will apply to their future classrooms.   

Participants in Saudi Arabia indicated this as a necessary element more than 

participants in Tucson, who were focused on how to develop in-service teachers. Fatimah 

said, “If we want to apply the inquiry approach in our classrooms, we have to introduce it 

to our teaching preparation program, so new teachers understand the inquiry approach 

process and how to engage students in it”. Reem also had a similar response, saying, “To 

apply the inquiry approach in our classroom, we have to use it more in our college 

program to familiarize teachers with it so they can practice it later in their schools”. Haifa 

was the last participant to suggest inquiry in teachers’ preparation courses; she said, “Our 
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‘teaching methods’ courses have to familiarize our students with the inquiry approach to 

prepare them to think of ideas related to the tools and required materials for inquiry”.  

Thus, based on the participants’ opinions, the Saudi teacher education program 

need to expose pre-service teachers to different methods of teaching. Everyone who 

commented stated that the current Saudi programs are insufficient for successfully 

teaching teachers modern teaching skills. Therefore, they recommend that if we want our 

teachers to use modern teaching methods, we need to start integrating these methods into 

their teaching courses and not wait for them to be classroom teachers, then require them 

to implement modern teaching strategies. 

The second suggestion is to create a connection between the education college 

and schools. Only two participants mentioned this element. The first, Reem, in Saudi 

Arabia, said, “Before applying the inquiry approach in the school classroom, we should 

provide the necessary connection between schools and universities in order to collaborate 

to design a careful plan of study for teachers to achieve the inquiry outcome”. The second 

participant, Aisha, from Tucson, said in her focus group interview with Hanan, “Offer the 

possibility of connections between universities and schools to support pre-service 

teachers' implementation of Inquiry in their practicum class”.  

Clearly, these participants want to make beneficial relational connections between 

school teachers and universities; first, to get help from expert professors in college, and 

second, to let pre-service teachers implement inquiry in their class. They don’t blame 

teachers for not practicing modern methods because they believe that the teaching 

preparation program is responsible for providing useful and fruitful courses to help future 

teachers develop these skills.  
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Finally, these two suggestions from participants indicate the importance of 

reconstructing the preparation program for pre-service teachers and exposing them to 

modern teaching methods, as well as building powerful relationships between schools 

and colleges. This would help in-service teachers in Saudi Arabia to update their 

educational knowledge and pre-service teachers to practice new teaching approaches. All 

teachers in Saudi Arabia, pre-service and in-service, need to have a supportive 

collaborator who would encourage them and provide them with a suitable environment to 

practice new methods.    

Inviting In-service Teachers to Inquiry by Designing a Teacher Training Program  

The first suggestion under this sub-theme is to prompt Saudi in-service teachers to 

improve their teaching methods by observing professional inquiry. Expert teachers often 

have positive energy and skills to attract teachers to use new teaching methods. 

Moreover, to have fruitful instruction, there is a need to adjust classroom teaching 

practices and let willing teachers help and train other teachers.  

I asked Hanan and Aisha in their focus group interview about how we could 

introduce an inquiry approach to Saudi teachers. Modeling was one of their suggestions.  

Aisha said, “Maybe modeling, which is inviting someone who is an expert or the one 

who specializes in Inquiry from outside the country, because letting them watch might 

change their opinion about it and make them anxious to try it in their classroom, because 

usually we don’t accept things at first, but when you see it, you will internalize it. Since it 

is a sensitive topic, talking with teachers about changing their teaching style, their 

attitudes and beliefs about teaching, once they see a model they will internalize it and 

change”. Another suggestion comes from the second focus group interview in Tucson. 
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Nouf said, “To implement the inquiry approach in teachers’ classrooms, we can model it 

and invite other teachers to observe the inquiry approach in class. However, the modeling 

inquiry teacher has to pick a good plan for the questions to start her inquiry.” 

 I only noticed these two responses from my participants’ interviews when we 

discussed the possibilities of doing inquiry in Saudi Arabia. These responses came up 

after participants suggested modeling inquiry if it’s still unknown in Saudi Arabia; 

modeling could help because reading the English language would not be required. One 

translator would be needed, but all would depend on observation skills. The suggestion of 

modeling revealed their strong willingness to implement inquiry in Saudi Arabia's 

schools; to use modeling as a strategy would increase the use of inquiry, bypassing the 

language barrier.  

These participants want in-service Saudi teachers to explain the inquiry process 

before implementing it in their classrooms. Finally, to make modeling successful in Saudi 

schools, teachers and school leaders need to create environments where they could 

receive modern instruction and to work collaboratively to make inquiry occur.  

The second suggestion I received from participants about inquiry and how to 

introduce it to Saudi in-service teachers is to do inquiry workshops in individual schools. 

There are many teachers who do not understand new reforms until they engage in the 

process. Thus, providing teachers with some guidance might help them leave behind 

traditional teaching methods and implement an inquiry approach. Workshops would be 

great events to brighten teachers’ thinking. 

All the focus groups interviewed in Tucson about this question believed that 

workshops would familiarize Saudi teachers with inquiry and build their experience. 
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Saudi teachers need to attend workshops that expose them to different methods of 

instruction, including an inquiry approach. According to Aisha, “I think that the 

workshops could explain much of the inquiry approach as a new topic to them and could 

discuss all kinds of possible implementation for all kinds of teachers. Teachers should 

understand that inquiry teachers work as collaborators and guide students in their learning 

process”. Then Hanan added, “Also, as suggestion, I think making these workshops 

online will help address other needs that benefit teachers from different regions”. In the 

second focus group, Foz said, “Teachers who are experts in teaching methods could go to 

the principal and offer to hold workshop in schools either on implementing the Inquiry 

approach or using technology in the classroom”. Njoud agreed.  

These participants see school workshops as a way of developing teaching skills 

and introducing modern teaching approaches to Saudi in-service teachers who lack these 

abilities. In the last focus group, Nouf said, “Also, teachers who have a high level of 

understanding of the concept of Inquiry can do small workshops in their schools at the 

end of the day or on a weekend or during a school break. They will introduce inquiry and 

open discussion about it if there are concerns or questions. Doing these small workshops 

inside schools would open the door for teachers who cannot travel to attend workshops 

for various reasons and allow them to think about the best way of implementing inquiry, 

offer help from other subject teachers in collecting good information for the teachers who 

want to use inquiry in their classroom, and think of good resources inside schools that 

teachers could use in their classes”.  

Participants believe that teachers need to give other teachers some of their time to 

enrich their teaching skills about different teaching styles, which they could accomplish 
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through teaching workshops. They told me that in the workshops the expert would 

provide teachers with different teaching approaches and the necessary instruction. 

Teachers could have informal discussions with the expert about their concerns and 

challenges in their school, as well as learn how to find online resources and materials. 

Fatimah is not the only participant from Saudi Arabia who mentioned that 

workshop events would be great opportunities for in-service teachers to develop their 

teaching practices. She said that in-service teachers need to update their teaching skills, 

knowledge and pedagogy by attending workshops.” Then she said, “I do encourage 

meeting with all the schools’ teachers at once or with teachers who are teaching the same 

subject, to help teachers discuss in-depth techniques and issues related to pedagogy”. 

Haifa said, “Doing inquiry approach workshops for in-service teachers would provide 

teachers with a good Inquiry approach learning experience to create teamwork in public 

schools and think of a plan of study together”.  In addition, Reem said, “I think we could 

apply ‘inquiry approach’ by starting to introduce the advantages of it to in-service 

teachers and hold a workshop to discuss it with other teachers”.  

These participants encourage regular workshops in schools in Saudi Arabia to 

introduce new teaching approaches, including inquiry, to in-service teachers. Because in-

service teachers need an expert educator to invite them to these new approaches in 

teaching, engaging teachers in these workshop will help them understand the process by 

sharing their experiences with others and applying it to their students. Also, these 

workshops would be a great place for teachers to see other teachers and discuss the 

challenges they might have in their schools.  
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Definitively, it is the schools' mission to think of their students and how to 

develop their learning. Schools need to plan regular workshops that meet inside schools 

as an opportunity to keep improving their teaching methods. Teachers and schools’ 

leaders need to create a framework for their workshops to maintain their teaching skills in 

order to provide students with good teaching outcomes that will improve their learning 

achievement.  

The last point I gleaned about introducing inquiry to Saudi in-service teachers is 

reporting to the administration. Teachers in schools have strong relationships with each 

other and know their school’s development level, especially their way of teaching.  They 

should identify where possible development is necessary and offer their help, even when 

they see it as slight development. They should not wait until development comes from 

outside the schools; there are teachers who can help and support each other, but they 

don’t know how.  

Two groups thought of the possibility of making reports to the administration 

office in their schools, telling them of their positive experiences with inquiry and their 

successes in facing challenges. They could write about their plans of study, the units of 

curriculum in which they implement inquiry, and how their students engage in the inquiry 

process. These two groups thought that when the administration sees the results of 

inquiry and how the students’ achievement improves, they will encourage other teachers 

to apply inquiry in their classrooms.  

However, when I asked them if they would tell other teachers to change their 

teaching style to modern ones, they all agreed that teaching is very personal and that it 

would not be acceptable or appropriate to personally suggest changes in teaching style in 
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Saudi Arabia. On the other hand, they said it would help to send reports to principals. 

According to Njoud and Foz, “After the inquiry class teachers should upload their lesson 

plans and engagement activities to the administration in order to encourage spreading 

inquiry classes throughout the school”. Nouf said to Sara and Amal, “After working with 

students, inquiry teachers could give a report to the administration about the students’ 

progress in learning and how inquiry improves their learning ability and how different it 

is than a traditional class. They can show how the students become more motivated to 

learn, interact with each other, and develop their skills in thinking and respectful 

discussion with each other”.  Their responses showed their understanding of the different 

levels of experience in pedagogy between teachers.  

They agreed that some teachers are more familiar and well-informed about 

teaching styles than other teachers. These knowledgeable teachers might be willing to 

support other teachers, but they don’t want to tell other teachers that their teaching style 

is not appropriate for their students’ needs. Accordingly, they thought sending reports to 

the administration would help to inspire other teachers to use inquiry in their classroom.    

 To sum up this suggestion, sending reports to the administration might be 

considered a small contribution for these teachers, but at least it would encourage 

implementing inquiry in their schools and would result in developing the Saudi school 

system. Sending reports would be a way of developing teaching practice in Saudi Arabia 

without devaluing other teachers, especially the ones who are lacking in teaching skills. 

Modeling, teaching workshops, and sending reports to the administration are participants' 

suggestions for increasing the use of an inquiry approach in Saudi classrooms that would 

be useful if teachers and schools allowed them. 
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Changing Teachers' Mindsets  

Another highlight from participants’ responses related to their perspectives about 

developing teaching methods in Saudi Arabia was the need to change the mindset of 

Saudi teachers to value new approaches in teaching. Different studies (Thornberg, 2008; 

Desimone, 2009; Avidov-Ungar, 2016) have found that many teachers do not welcome 

changes in their schools related to their teaching methods because the change comes from 

higher authorities, not from them. Many educational changes have occurred in Saudi 

Arabia without taking the teachers' opinions into account. Teachers need someone to 

listen to them, explain new things to them and advise them so that they do not feel lost or 

forced into the educational change.  

All of the participants in Tucson remarked that Saudi teachers need to change 

their mindset before changing their style in teaching to help them understand that 

teaching is a collaborative process between teachers and students where they engage their 

students in the learning process in their classroom as a habit.  

According to Samira, “We need to change the teachers' mindset in Saudi Arabia. 

Even when a teacher cannot find workshops to develop her teaching practice, she can 

look online and adopt things. Respect for teaching comes from inside, not from a higher 

authority who tells me what I should do”. Hanan and Aisha said, “I think the thing I want 

to change in Saudi Arabia is the mindset of many teachers, but that is too hard to do. So, 

maybe the workshop and preparation programs would be the best starting points to 

change their mind to understand that the teaching process can be done in different ways, 

not only in the traditional way.”  Njoud agreed when Foz said, “The only thing we need 

in Saudi Arabia is to change the teaching philosophy in the classroom; the other things 
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teachers can implement it if they change their mindset”. Nouf told her group, “If the 

Saudi teachers really care about their teaching style, they have to search and pick one to 

fit their students; no one will ask them, “Why did you do that?” or will prevent them from 

doing it. It is the teacher's job to improve their teaching knowledge and skills by 

changing their mind about the teaching process”.  

Participants’ opinions about Saudi teachers' mindset is that they need to adopt the 

idea that teachers teach for the students, not for the principal. They need to change their 

mindset to understand that the teaching process happens in many ways, not only the way 

they learned. They want Saudi Arabia to seek and generate a 21st Century learning 

environment for our students. Note that not one of the participants in Saudi Arabia 

mentioned this point in their response. The Tucson participants wonder if we could work 

together to develop the educational system in Saudi Arabia if the Saudi teachers’ mindset 

changed. We as educators cannot help if the teachers do not accept what is recommended. 

The participants think that Saudi teachers could implement modern teaching methods 

because when higher authorities have required new methods they implement them.  

Summary 

Finally, participants believe that having effective teaching in our schools needs to 

promote a positive and supportive relationship between the administration and teachers. 

Producing a place for professional development inside schools will take time and effort 

from both teachers and administration, but it is a necessary element in providing teams 

based on instructional need. Moreover, appropriate comments and feedback from other 

teachers and the principal will benefit teachers, improve teaching practice and share 

elements about student achievement in the classroom. Teachers need to identify their 
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reasons for becoming a teacher and find inspiration for themselves to develop their 

teaching practice in order to raise their students’ understanding. 

The participants had different opinions about which school level would be 

suitable for the implementation of an inquiry approach. Some said that an inquiry 

approach should be implemented for college students but not school grade levels.  When 

I started to ask participants as individuals or in focus groups about an inquiry approach 

and the possibility of using it in Saudi classrooms, the data showed that more than half of 

the participants were not familiar with an inquiry approach, especially the individual 

participants who have always studied in Saudi Arabia. However, some of the students 

who had earned Master's degrees outside of Saudi Arabia were familiar with inquiry, 

even when their majors were not in education. The major downfall was that, for various 

reasons, no one had had the chance to practice inquiry in their classrooms when they 

went back to Saudi Arabia. All the participants affirmed that Saudi students tend to lack 

skills that could be taught using inquiry. Therefore, they felt that students would be 

improved by inquiry if the teachers implemented it in their classrooms. Saudi students 

need to develop their collaborative skills, their oral fluency skills, their critical thinking 

and their independent learning, not limited to the classroom or to the textbook. They need 

to learn how to think and analyze critically, to be creative and to solve problems, as well 

as to respect other people’s perspectives.  

To sum up, the three themes proposed in this question are closely connected to 

each other and are difficult to separate, but all of the themes present the same central 

idea: how to improve teaching styles in Saudi schools. Saudi schools need to provide 

teachers with a good preparation program and ongoing professional development for 
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teachers to be able to obtain teaching skills and knowledge. Saudi teachers need to 

change their mindset and perspectives about teaching to focus on teaching for the 

students. Furthermore, teachers need to create and be involved in their own professional 

development, even if there are no workshops offered by their administration. 
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CHAPTER 7: RESULTS, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
This study investigated perspectives of Saudi female educators about the current 

situation in Saudi education, especially in teaching strategies, based on their learning and 

teaching experiences. The study has three main questions explored in depth in qualitative 

interviews: What are the teaching and learning experiences of Saudi teachers? How do 

the experiences of Saudi teachers impact their thinking about teaching practices and the 

curriculum in their classrooms? What are the perspectives of Saudi women who either are 

teaching or have teaching experience on the type of learning experiences needed for 

Saudi Arabian pre-service and in-service teachers? 

 In chapter one, I presented my personal story behind this study, how I took an 

inquiry class during my Master's study, which lead me to think and wonder about Saudi 

teachers and their interactions. My learning and teaching experiences in Saudi Arabia and 

in Tucson changed my teaching philosophy to be based on interactions between students 

and teachers to build a natural learning environment. These two factors motivated me to 

examine the current Saudi educational system after the educational reform enacted in 

2009. The Saudi professional literature I located emphasized that the new curricula are 

the greatest positive indication that the Ministry of Education of Saudi Arabia has 

recognized the need to match international standards. The new curricula support the need 

for meaningful connections to students’ lives and experiences and encourage teachers to 

use approaches such as student-centered learning and conceptual understanding, instead 

of memorizing information. The education researchers in Saudi Arabia argued that the 

Ministry of Education's (MOE) educational reforms did not support teachers and that it 

was impossible to reform the curriculum without putting forth the effort to develop the 
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current teachers. Yet, there is still a considerable amount of development still needed 

related to recent teaching practices, professional development and the teaching 

preparation program in teaching colleges. The result of this review led me to propose my 

study to be based on Saudi female educator perspectives in the current Saudi education; 

especially in teaching practice and strategies based on their learning and teaching 

experiences. These educated Saudi women have concerns about education and the desire 

to develop it through their teaching practice.  

The theoretical framework and literature review for this study are based on 

constructivism and sociocultural theories as conceptual frameworks for classroom 

strategies that use an inquiry approach to learning. The conceptual frameworks of active 

engagement of learners (Dewey, 1938) Bruner’s role of the teacher (1966) and the Zone 

of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978) support the idea that teachers should be 

facilitators of students in learning environments by providing the essential tools needed to 

engage as learners. Through these frameworks, an inquiry process can be implemented in 

the classroom with two inquiry approaches. Short (2009) defined the inquiry cycle and 

Well (2002) applied the model of an inquiry approach to curriculum in different 

situations. Each framework provides educators with essential components for an inquiry 

approach.  

The literature review is divided into two sections; the first discusses research on 

the significant areas in teacher preparation programs that develop strategies for teaching, 

and how pre-service teachers’ experiences in their preparation programs impact their 

teaching practice and knowledge. The second section explores how professional 
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development programs can increase in-service teachers’ strategies and raise their 

understanding of the complex conditions that influence all areas of teaching. 

 The data for this study were collected from eleven individual interviews with 

Saudi female educators, three of whom were in Saudi Arabia. The eight Tucson 

interviews were conducted as individuals interview for the first two interviews in various 

locations based on the participants’ convenience. The focus groups of the third interview 

met in my home. Due to the time differences between Saudi Arabia and the United 

States, I interviewed the three participants in Saudi Arabia by using the “WhatsApp”, a 

phone app that allows phone calls over the internet. The purpose behind my study was to 

search for big ideas that encompassed the various points of view of the participants as 

well as to investigate the Saudi female perspectives about the current situation in Saudi 

education, especially in teaching practice and strategies based on their learning and 

teaching experiences.  

I used a qualitative approach to design this study. I selected this approach because 

it fit the interview questions I asked participants about their learning and teaching 

experience before and after studying abroad. In-depth interviews are perfect for creating 

meaning out of experience. I chose to do in-depth interviews, using focus group 

interviews for the third question only with the people in Tucson because I wanted to 

explore an inquiry related to a group of people linked by their background culture. 

Discussion of the Finding 

 The finding revealed that the participants in this study supported developing and 

working individually toward achieving reforms in education in Saudi Arabia.  In the first 

question, what are the teaching and learning experience of Saudi teachers?, their 
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responses indicated that their learning experiences as students in Saudi Arabia were based 

on memorizing information and teacher-centered instruction, a traditional teaching 

approach, except for the few who had studied in private and international schools. Their 

learning experiences as students at the college level differed based on their majors and 

professors. Two participants who majored in computer science had more interaction in 

the classroom environment than the rest of participants who majored in history, Arabic 

language, translation and early childhood education. These only received teacher-

centered instruction. 

Question two, how do the experiences of Saudi teachers impact their thinking 

about teaching practices and the curriculum in their classrooms?, addressed different time 

periods of participants’ learning and teaching experiences. Most of the participants had 

the chance to continue their education studying abroad through government scholarships, 

through which some of them became teachers as a professional career. However, not all 

participants had the opportunity to study abroad and be exposed to different teaching 

methods. Thus, the finding in this question related to how experience impacted the 

participants' thinking about their own teaching in their classrooms. It is important to 

remark that there were no significant differences in perspective between the participants 

who studied aboard and those who stayed in Saudi Arabia; all of the participants 

supported development in education and teachers in Saudi Arabia. 

The memorable learning and teaching experiences that participants experienced 

have an immense impact on their thinking about a teacher's role and on the variety of 

teaching strategies used in their classrooms to help them meet their students' needs. They 

believe that a student–centered approach to learning, which they use in their own 
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classrooms, helps to create an active, collaborative and natural learning environment. The 

participants valued the benefits of many different types of activities in the classroom, 

which engage different students with different knowledge, depending on their abilities, 

skills, and experiences. Thus, teachers have the responsibility to bring productive 

activities to the classroom that fit the students’ needs and the classroom environment. 

Their exposure to alternative teaching approaches and what they learned about teaching 

theory has provided them with essential tools to be effective teachers. They argued that it 

is essential for teachers to have a variety of strategies and knowledge about how to adapt 

and transform curriculum to enhance their students' understanding. Teachers need 

strategies for implementing useful and meaningful curriculum for their students. They see 

themselves as effective teachers who internalize a variety of teaching practices and apply 

them in their classrooms. Most of the findings report the teachers can make changes in 

their classrooms as they start changing their teaching style, opening their minds to 

students and allowing them to evaluate them and help design a course strategy they like.  

The responses of the participants demonstrate how the teaching strategies that 

they have been using in their classrooms are intended to help students link their learning 

with what the society needs in order to provide them with the big picture, instead of just 

focusing on memorizing facts in textbooks. The participants believe that classroom 

learning environments change when teachers change their classroom practices based on 

their students' needs and the types of learners in the classroom. The changes the teachers 

make within the learning environment should be focused on establishing an active 

environment by respecting students’ ideas and providing materials that students may use 

to engage in dialogue.  
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 The goal of providing alternative teaching strategies in their classrooms is to 

prepare students with the necessary skills for the workforce in the country, or at least in 

their community. The data revealed that the participants who only studied inside Saudi 

Arabia involve their students in engaging learning processes. They were willing to adopt 

and change. Thus, they were working to increase their teaching strategies and believed 

that teachers could develop their strategies by adopting other teaching approaches and 

adjusting their curriculum to provide for the current needs of the 21st century.  

However, these participants are motivated to increase their teaching strategies and 

they believe that most classroom teachers and students in Saudi Arabia are open to 

implementing different teaching strategies, though there are issues in the education 

system that need to be resolved to achieve the goal of educational reform in Saudi Arabia.  

Understanding an inquiry approach in the course of this study created hope and 

willingness to implement the process to increase their students’ achievement. Each of 

them understands the possibility of practicing the nature of inquiry when they find 

supportive tools and materials. However, along with their enthusiasm about practicing an 

inquiry approach in their classrooms, they have questions about how they could possibly 

implement it, given their intensive curricula and short class time. Answering these 

questions gave them a chance to reflect, evaluate their teaching practice and to think of 

how to create a collaborative learning environment. Most of them had never heard of an 

inquiry approach, but since I demonstrated it to them, they now have it to add to their 

teaching knowledge.  

Finally, as the participants continued their educational studies, whether in Saudi 

Arabia or abroad, they noticed that their knowledge related to teaching strategies grew. 
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The participants’ learning experiences in a different setting led them to realize the 

importance of engaging their students in an active learning environment within modern 

society. Remarkably, all of the participants, including those who did not yet have 

teaching positions, started to change their teaching beliefs and goals based on their 

personal experiences in learning. Even the Saudi participants who took masters’ classes 

in Saudi Arabia developed their critical thinking skills to the point that they were willing 

to criticize their professors’ teaching strategies.  For example, Reem, the Saudi 

participant who told me that her teaching skills changed while she took masters classes in 

Saudi Arabia, said that she did not like her master’s environment because even though it 

was ‘discussion based’, the professor’s opinion remained the dominant opinion in the 

classroom and there was no collaborative work between students; each student competed 

with the others to prove she had the right answer. Reem started to build her teaching 

goals for her future classroom to be based on collaborative work and an equal voice 

between her opinion and that of her students, because she recognized its lack in her 

professor’s classroom. “I want to give space for the student’s voice in the classroom”, she 

explained, “space for them to voice their opinions without fear of losing their grade, 

besides building their debate and discussion skills.” Fatimah is another participant who 

affirmed that her role as a student in her master’s classes had a positive impact on her 

teaching knowledge. She contrasted the master’s class she attended, where the professor 

was the leader and the one with the authority to decide the learning environment with the 

undergrad class she taught, where she selected the learning environment and teaching 

strategy by engaging her students in making the decisions. She said, “To develop 

students’ thinking skills, I want to let them share their opinions and not make the 
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teachers’ opinion the only correct opinion in the classroom, because the role of the 

teacher is to facilitate students' learning and understand them, not to force them to agree 

with the teacher’s opinion.”  

 On the other hand, the Tucson participants who studied for their master’s degree 

in U.S. schools realized that their professors’ role and teaching was valuable in 

developing their understanding. Thus, they adopted some of the strategies they 

experienced in their American classes to use when they teach in Saudi Arabia. For 

example, Hanan noticed that her American professors required readings from different 

resources and were not dependent only on the textbook, which led her to adopt this 

strategy in her own classroom, requiring her Saudi students to include information in 

their presentations from other resources and not to rely only on the textbook. The 

participants’ teaching transformed from a teacher-centered approach to learner-centered 

approaches. 

The findings in the last question, what are the perspectives of Saudi women who 

either are teaching or have teaching experience on the type of learning experiences 

needed for Saudi Arabian pre-service and in-service teachers?, reveal the need for 

ongoing professional development and redesigning teacher preparation programs. Their 

responses related to professional development and redesigning teacher preparation 

programs were unexpected topics that participants brought up and covered in their 

interviews. If taken seriously, their recommendations can be built together to create a 

Saudi teacher preparation curriculum that includes inquiry. They believe that one of the 

reasons for the unsuccessful implementation of Saudi educational reforms is a lack of 

development of teachers’ skills. They suggest that in-service teachers, as well as pre-
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service teachers, need a supportive environment that helps them understand and learn 

about student-centered learning approaches.  

It is the teacher's responsibility to foster student learning, engage students in 

learning and provide an active environment inside the classroom. Therefore, schools must 

have professional development programs to assist teachers in developing new curricula 

that are suitable and fruitful for most of the students in their classrooms. This means that 

schools should offer professionals and materials as resources for their teachers to develop 

their teaching skills and to stimulate their abilities. Educators in the school, such as the 

principal and other teachers, have to spend many hours thinking of attractive ways to 

work in the classroom with so many students with various learning abilities. One way 

might be to give the in-service teachers mandatory professional development and more 

time to increase their understanding of students' growth and to work through ways to 

implement a variety of student-centered learning approaches and the inquiry process 

during their teaching practice. Perhaps the professional development could include 

workshops and demonstrations of how to implement student-centered learning strategies 

that would engage teachers, involving them in a learning environment that allowed them 

to reflect on their teaching practices. Going to professional development can impact 

teachers’ skills in ways such as higher thinking, problem solving skills, cognitive skills, 

respecting other's thinking and perspectives and becoming a lifelong learner. The 

participants understand that the purpose of the educational reforms in Saudi Arabia was 

to improve education for all students in different subjects. 

 One element of the reforms in Saudi Arabia was to have a highly trained teacher 

in every classroom. The participants criticize teaching preparation programs in Saudi 
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colleges, pointing out weaknesses that need to be addressed to fit the new generation of 

students and 21st Century skills. They believe that teaching preparation programs can 

change teachers’ beliefs and practice. Their experiences studying abroad are the best 

example of their changing beliefs and practice. Their experiences abroad exposed them to 

different teaching styles, taught them how students differ in learning style, and inspired 

them to apply student-centered learning in their classrooms.  

They argue that teacher preparation instructors at the college level should 

understand the importance of requiring pre-service teachers to do more research and deep 

reflection courses in their teaching practices to be effective and successful teachers in 

future with solid background in teaching. 

Implications 

Saudi teachers encounter challenges when they attempt to use student-centered 

approaches in their teaching. Their challenges relate to the school and classroom 

environments, textbooks, materials and resources available in their schools.  Teachers are 

still concerned more about how to manage large numbers of students in small classrooms 

and how to cover the intense curriculum in shorter class periods, which causes them to 

focus on classroom management over engaging students in learning processes (Al-

Seghayer, 2014; Al-Abdulkareem & Hentschke 2014). There are ways in which Saudi 

teachers can achieve the goal of the Education Reform Act of 2009 regarding improving 

teaching practice and increasing students’ achievement. The findings of this study 

suggest several implications.  
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Implications for Teacher Development 

 This study argues for enhancing everyday teaching practice by explaining the 

importance of connecting professional development and the classroom experience as a 

means of learning new instructional practices. The participants’ responses helped me 

create a plan, ideas or curriculum for using an inquiry approach in the Saudi classroom in 

courses for student teachers and for professional development courses for in-service 

teachers. Their perspectives on learning and teaching experience provided me with tools 

for applying these strategies inside the traditional Saudi classroom to help students 

absorbed new teaching methods.   

Inquiry as a framework for curriculum.  The first implication under teacher 

development is implementing an inquiry approach in Saudi Arabia, which will require a 

lot of preparation because it might take time for the teachers to understand its process. 

Thus, the Inquiry Cycle (Short & Harste, 2002) and the Model of an Inquiry Approach 

(Wells, 2001) provide further evidence that an inquiry approach can be used in diverse 

levels of education. These two frameworks are likely to lead to positive outcomes which 

this study supports in addition to the participants believing that an inquiry approach 

utilizes a process that teachers can learn to involve students in a learning-centered 

environment in order to assist student learning and understanding.  

For example, most of the Tucson participants advocate that an inquiry approach 

can actually be used and adopted in different classrooms and in different topics, so it 

could be guided inquiry or open inquiry. Moreover, Saudi participants noted that teachers 

are willing and able to engage in new learning processes, but they need someone to guide 

them. They argued that it is difficult to advise using a new approach without teaching the 
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ideas behind it and how it works. An inquiry approach has proven to be a great path for 

teaching students to understand their world. It is also certain that the implementation of 

inquiry needs careful organization and lesson plans to bypass the challenges of adopting 

something new. These participants’ experiences of learning in Saudi Arabia indicate the 

need to reduce the domination of textbook information and to allow teachers to include 

different resources of information in their classroom. They want students to develop their 

background experiences based on different resources outside the classroom and not be 

limited only to the information in the textbook because they believe that a school's 

textbook only tells one perspective of a concept or topic.  

Thus, educating teachers and students about this approach would be a fruitful 

opportunity for the new generation of Saudi students (Katz & Chard, 2000; Hmelo-Silver 

et al., 2007; Lee, 2011; Fahey, 2012; & Helm, 2014). These participants expressed the 

need to modify, adjust, and place new elements in Saudi teaching courses, so students can 

learn teaching skills and how to use learning tools in the preparation program curriculum. 

The curriculum does not currently motivate or encourage teachers to use different 

learning tools to develop the learning quality of a classroom. Moreover, three Tucson 

participants responded that Saudi teaching courses are not designed to address teachers’ 

creativity or to help pre-service teachers work with other teachers to create an integrated 

curriculum.   

 Dickson and Kadbey (2014) and Tang et al. (2012) argue that teachers need 

support and motivation to implement an inquiry approach in their classrooms. The 

support could come from collaborative work in the learning environment or directly from 

the Ministry of Education, teaching professors, and administration. The participants 
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believed that collaborative work between the administration and teachers would have a 

positive impact on school development as a whole, especially on acquiring teaching skills 

and on student achievement. The participants see that providing teachers with regular 

feedback would be a successful element in motivating teachers’ teaching practice, which 

they could use to modify or make adjustments to fit their classroom culture. A 

collaborative and supportive team would help teachers overcome challenges and give 

feedback about the implementation of the inquiry process. Involving teachers in 

professional development can create opportunities for them to reflect on their teaching 

experience with inquiry and help them to understand the meaning behind their inquiry 

practice. Finally, such professional development would be the foundation for teachers’ 

growth and understanding of other teaching and learning approaches (Allamnakhrah, 

2013& Hamdan, 2015).  

In-service teachers. The second implication under teacher development is to 

support in-service teachers through professional development programs specifically 

designed to help them meet the goals of the new school Education Act reforms required 

by the Ministry of Education. The literature review supports the idea that professional 

development can help teachers learn the new strategies that new reforms require because 

teachers have to work, adjust and develop new practices to their own situations (Girvan et 

al., 2016; Avidov-Ungar, 2016; Meissel et al., 2016).  Most of the participants mentioned 

that professional development considers effective avenues of going outside the traditional 

box that simply told teachers what they should do with their teaching and with their 

students. The participants indicated that there are multiple teaching strategies that 

teachers can implement in their classrooms to meet students’ needs in developing 
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objectives for the future. However, participants identified that they had experience in the 

learner-centered methods that encourage teachers to select learning activities to motivate 

students’ learning. Moreover, these learning strategies were designed by the teachers for 

the purpose of providing students with needed concepts and knowledge. 

 The suggestion I received from participants about inquiry and how to introduce it 

to Saudi in-service teachers is to do inquiry workshops in individual schools because they 

believed there are many teachers who will not understand that new reforms until they 

engage in the process themselves. Workshops would be great events to brighten teachers’ 

thinking through providing in-service teachers with practical examples or to show them 

clips from the internet or videos in order to demonstrate how to use these teaching 

theories in practice in the real world. So, providing teachers with some guidance might 

help them leave behind traditional teaching methods and implement an inquiry approach. 

The participants want in-service Saudi teachers to learn about an inquiry process before 

implementing it in their classrooms. Avidov-Ungar (2016) indicated that two dimensions’ 

teachers referred to in their professional development were motivations and aspirations.  

There are multiple ways to implement professional development that will benefit 

in-service teachers, such as a program that uses action research and reflection, 

observation and demonstration of learner-centered teaching strategies that will help them 

apply an inquiry approach in their classrooms (Desimone, 2009; Avidov-Ungar, 2016). 

Such training opportunities will encourage teachers to reflect on their teaching, to share 

their teaching experiences, and to develop their teaching practices by linking their 

teaching knowledge and strategies with the theories behind teaching approaches. In 

addition, professional development workshops could involve in-service teachers in study 
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groups about learner-centered teaching strategies to meet their needs in developing their 

classroom practices. 

Researchers (Burke, 2013; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin ,2011; Priestley et 

al., 2014; Thornberg, 2008) argue that introducing in-service teachers to professional 

development will help them find supportive environments that encourage them to 

practice teaching methods that were proposed in this study. These environments can 

create many opportunities to discuss teaching issues and collaborate with other teachers 

beyond the mandates of their school’s administration. Almazroa (2013) found out that 

engaging teachers in professional learning helps them keep up with the skills and 

strategies required to promote learning, opening the door to creativity, innovation, and 

self-confidence for students and making the school an attractive learning environment. 

The Saudi teachers in this study have high confidence that professional development will 

help solve many of the educational issues in Saudi Arabia.   

The literature supports the idea that when teachers are engaged and participate in 

action research they will reflect on their teaching practice and their students’ outcomes. 

Teachers will find themselves engaged in an ongoing inquiry into their own teaching 

practice and invite their students to be inquiry learners (Avidov-Ungar 2016; Desimone 

2009). All of the participants earned their BA degree in Saudi Arabia, except one of 

them; however; all had acquired new teaching experiences and skills which have 

influenced their teaching, mostly after studying their Master's degrees, three in Saudi 

Arabia and the others from countries abroad. Their Master's degrees were important 

elements in expanding and developing their teaching skills. 
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Finally, in-service teachers need to have enough of a break from their teaching 

duties to internalize the ideas and processes of student-centered learning. The studies 

illustrate that professional development needs to be a process rather than an event and 

that longer sessions of professional development are the essential factor for success 

because teachers need adequate time to fully engage in professional development 

activities (Zein,2016; Šeďová et al., 2016; Girvan et al., 2016; Desimone, 2009). 

Pre-service teaching programs. Redesigning the teaching preparation program 

courses in Saudi colleges will assist the goals of Saudi Arabia's educational reforms. 

Researchers (Batterjee, 2011; Allamnakhrah, 2013; Al-Seghayer, 2014; Al-Abdulkareem 

and Hentschke, 2014; Hamdan, 2015; Almannie, 2015) all believe that the structure of 

such academic programs should be changed or redesigned. These participants want to 

raise the professional environment and interactions between students and teachers to a 

higher level by demonstrating different teaching approaches for pre-service teachers. 

These studies recommend alternative approaches for professional development for 

pre-service teachers who study teaching by means of a traditional teaching approach. The 

alternative approaches will help teachers learn about student-centered approaches and the 

inquiry approach, which are based on encouraging and respecting students’ interests and 

becoming co-learners in the learning environment.  

Learning about teaching theory itself will be insufficient unless pre-service 

teachers are able to work out the theories by actually doing research themselves. Al-

Seghayer (2014) and Hamdan (2015) found it necessary for student teachers to have 

explicit experiences with learning-centered approaches so they could internalize these 

ideas and use them in future teaching. It is remarkable that none of my participants use 
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traditional methods in their classrooms.  Most of them were planning learning 

experiences to create an active learning environment. They all lecture for few minutes, 

then they involve students in learning strategies, which, in many cases, are discussion 

groups.  

 Researchers (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Hiebert et al., 2007; Ulvik & Riese, 2016) 

argue that the most successful teaching preparation programs encourage student teachers 

to take courses that are based on action research, self-reflection, observation, and 

demonstration of learner centered teaching strategies that will help them apply an inquiry 

approach in their teaching practice.  

 Moreover, when teachers are required to use learner-centered approaches in their 

classrooms, they need to internalize more than instruction to fulfill course requirements. 

For example, half of the responses I got from my participants indicated that they 

practiced a learning-centered approach only after they participated in a class where 

teachers taught that way. Thus, after experiencing a learner-centered approach, they 

adapted it for their own classrooms. Dickson and Kadbey (2014) had great success in 

implementing an inquiry approach with Emirates student teachers through introducing 

inquiry in their schooling experiences starting with first and continuing to the fourth year 

in a United Arab Emirates (UAE) training college. This will be a great example and 

motivation to adopt an inquiry approach in Saudi teaching colleges.  

Hammond et al. (2002) stated that the objectives of teacher preparation programs 

should be to promote student learning and ability and to teach critical thinking and social 

development. Most participants have discovered that pre-service teaching programs in 

Saudi Arabia do not provide pre-service teachers with good background knowledge about 
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teaching. The learning environment in the preparation programs of some colleges in 

Saudi Arabia needs to engage pre-service teachers in observing and practicing as soon as 

they start their college year, and not wait until the last two years of the program. 

 Studies (Boe et al., 2007; Hammond et al., 2002; Cheng et al., 2016) show that 

teacher preparation programs should create a bridge between teaching colleges and 

schools where education students can engage in action research in real learning settings. 

This bridge will help students understand learner-centered teaching processes, create 

opportunities to collaborate with in-service teachers who have more teaching experience, 

and support pre-service teachers as they overcome teaching challenges in real world 

classrooms. Redesigning the teaching courses will help implement the ideas of 

educational reform as well as provide for deeper understanding of the teaching processes 

and change in teaching beliefs. Moreover, when pre-service teachers learn via student-

centered methods in their courses, they will better be able to choose appropriate student-

centered methods for their own students. So this means, that professional development 

can be both for teachers and college faculty.  

Finally, these perspectives illuminate different elements that participants want to 

reform in the teaching courses and in different majors in Saudi Arabia in order to build a 

rich theoretical framework, engage pre-teachers in real learning environments to help 

them be creative and to think of ways of implementing different methods of instruction in 

their future classrooms.  In addition, Saudi Arabia's teacher preparation program should 

reform their courses to provide pre-service teachers with a good background in teaching 

styles and how to implement them in the classroom before they get a teaching job. 
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Adapting the Design of the Teaching Preparation Program  

Many studies (Nuangchalerm & Prachagool, 2010; Cheng et al., 2016 & Darling-

Hammond, 2006) advocate that the teaching courses in preparation programs impact pre-

teachers to change their beliefs about teaching and to open their minds to different 

methods. The teaching preparation program's mission is to provide teachers with good 

teaching skills to apply to their future classrooms. According to Allamnakhrah (2013), 

the foundation of the current pre-service teacher education courses in Saudi Arabia is 

limited to rote-learning and memorization methods of teaching and learning, and that the 

modern methods of teaching, such as facilitating and fostering critical thinking, are not 

being implemented in their pre-service courses. Thus, these courses do not provide 

student teachers with the higher level of thinking and teaching skills necessary to 

implement modern teaching methods and to achieve modern teaching goals. The 

participants in this study also indicated training in modern teaching methods as a 

necessary element; Fatimah's and Reem's responses indicate that in order to apply an 

inquiry approach in Saudi public schools, we need to introduce it to preservice teachers 

first, to engage in it and to internalize its process. Thus, after hearing participants’ 

perspectives about inquiry and Saudi teachers’ need for better training in modern 

teaching methods, I have adapted two curriculum frameworks that would work with pre-

service teacher courses to invite them to alternative teaching methods based on inquiry 

approaches. The first curriculum framework is the inquiry cycle (Short, 2009) and the 

second curriculum framework is the design of practice-based teacher preparation 

(Hollins, 2011). With these two frameworks, it is possible to redesign the instructional 

and curriculum courses of the teaching preparation program in Saudi colleges at all 
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levels. Redesigning these courses would provide Saudi preservice teachers in all subject 

areas with the opportunity to learn and engage with an inquiry approach or a learning-

centered approach as they pursue the required teaching courses for all student teachers.  

These two curriculum frameworks utilize different teaching processes that lead preservice 

teachers through inquiry to develop the skills of students and the teachers who teach 

them. In addition, these interwoven processes in an inquiry approach create a rich 

learning environment, as well as to develop learner skills to be long-life learners that 

meet the participants' goal of developing the Saudi pre-service program.  

First of all, using the inquiry cycle (Short,2009) as a broader picture of adaptation 

to redesign the curriculum for teaching preparation programs will help both instructors 

and pre-service teachers internalize the inquiry process and practice it in the classroom 

because the inquiry cycle is a framework that allows students to go back and forth with 

inquiry processes within units based on their life experiences and understanding. Most 

participants, agreed with the need to eliminate traditional teaching methods that require 

students to memorize, record, recite, and write and promote constructivism theory to 

learn and to teach, based on learning by doing, a student-centered classroom, and an 

inquiry approach to promote and encourage critical and creative thinking. 

 Thus, in the inquiry cycle (Short, 2009), instructors can begin with Connection 

where instructors start with “why” instead of “what” to give students time to understand 

the big ideas of the conceptual frame. In the Saudi setting, pre-service students can be 

provided with articles or reading books about inquiry to engage them with the topic based 

on their life experiences. To increase pre-service students' understanding, instructors can 

use teaching strategies, such as discussions, conversations, telling stories and browsing 
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books. The students could list ideas for future discussion about the topic to bring up in 

their small groups. Then students could meet in small groups to help them define the 

issues that surround the topic and to understand the conceptual frame deeply, as well as to 

connect these issues to their life experiences. Fatimah and Reem, in particular, believed 

that connection was an effective strategy in bringing students' attention to the classroom, 

and they want to see it in all Saudi classroom. The invitation is usually teacher-guided 

because the teacher needs to help the students focus on the topic by presenting them with 

to materials and resources and to provide particular lines of inquiry on which the students 

can focus develop their understanding and raise their tensions (Short, 2009). Since 

participants argued that Saudi pre-service teachers need to develop their skills and not 

restrict their knowledge to a textbook, instructors could engage students in conversation 

and observation of what is in their lives today and historical information, carefully 

selecting books, novels, stories, and informational journals that would also help them 

understand the topic, and direct them to reliable Internet websites about the inquiry 

approach that would help Saudi instructors learn and teach issues that might involve 

students in their discussion time after searching and reading the books. Instructors must 

select the books carefully to make sure that students focus on the conceptual frame and 

do not lose their connection and attention.    

In Tension, instructors should keep up with students' wonder and independent 

thoughts and questions about the topic in order to move the inquiry from the teacher-

guided stage to become student-driven (Short, 2009). Instructors lead pre-service teachers 

to work in small groups to interconnect their understandings and tensions, and in the 

Saudi case, instructors should contact the teachers' schools if the pre-service teachers’ 
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investigation requires action in school in order to meet their interests. Hence, teachers 

need to determine if it would benefit the students to act or to move on to other important 

aspects for investigation.  

Investigation moves pre-service teachers to problem-solving and in-depth 

investigation by working together in partners or in small groups using learning strategies 

in the classroom where they help each other in dialogue and research their topics. The 

teacher’s role is to guide student investigation to unpack complexity, rather than 

developing simple solutions to complex problems (Short, 2009); therefore each 

classroom should have a different investigation focus or it becomes a teacher-guided 

project, rather than a collaborative inquiry. In the Saudi case, pre-service teachers might 

choose one or two problems, share them with the whole class in discussion and then take 

action. According to the participants, including students in the production of information 

is a powerful strategy because they are sharing experiences and knowledge and the new 

information in the classroom is not limited to the teacher’s knowledge and experience.  

During Demonstration, the instructor's role would be supporting pre-service 

teachers’ investigation through demonstrations and helping them with possibilities, rather 

than modeling what they must do. Some possible learning and teaching strategies would 

be providing research strategies and tools, taking notes, doing Internet research or 

skimming to locate information (Short, 2009). In our Saudi case, pre-service teachers 

could work on developing their inquiry skills through online videos and articles. Fatimah 

and Nouf specifically argued that documentaries and videos are quite helpful in engaging 

students in concepts which textbooks only discuss using dry facts that do not inspire 

them. 
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Re-vision provides pre-service teachers with time to reflect on their learning 

processes on the topic (Short, 2009) because we want to be sure they engage themselves 

in the learning process by making connections between the ideas of their topics and their 

thinking in order to create a new unity or vision of the understanding to guide their 

inquiry. Students may engage in learning logs or on small group webs to re-vision their 

understanding.  

Representation involves students pulling together learning and taking public 

stands about what they have learned (Short, 2009). The public representation supports 

students’ learning and gives them feedback about where they need to learn more. There 

are different forms through which they can engage with the public, such as reports, skits, 

murals, posters, and formal letters with signed petitions. It is important to recognize that 

each classroom needs to have a different form of representation from the others. In 

Saudi's case, representation can occur during the practicum courses, when pre-service 

teachers take action and practice their inquiry approach in their lessons.   

In Valuation, pre-service teachers consider what is important about what they 

have learned and how valuable it is to them and to the world around them. These new 

insights would come from their public representations and their meetings with others in 

public. 

All inquiry should end with Action to address the “So what” question. In the 

Saudi case, preservice teachers' teaching practice and internalization of an inquiry 

approach through their learning about it in college will make a difference in Saudi public 

schools as a broader context of their engaging with an inquiry process and that would 

lead them to consider investigating another issue, based on their interests.  
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The Design of Practice-Based Teacher Preparation (Hollins, 2011) is the second 

framework I have adapted because it contains processes that provide opportunities for 

teachers to learn professional discourse, practices and the conditions of engagement and 

enactment in ways that facilitate learning in PK-12 schools. Hollins presents internal 

aspects of a practice-based design for preservice teacher preparation as the context for 

learning to engage in this interpretive process which I found very helpful for the Saudi 

setting, where many teachers of different subject areas could benefit from its 

constructivist-sociocultural perspective with an emphasis on focused inquiry, directed 

observation, and guided practice as epistemic practices for facilitating learning to teach 

(Hollins, 2011, p.9). 

The first process for engaging student teachers in focused inquiry is the 

investigation process, during which pre-service teachers investigate particular phenomena 

that influence the processes and conditions for learning within and outside of classrooms 

(Hollins, 2011). Pre-service teachers in the focused inquiry address different contexts for 

their investigations related to teaching and learning. There are four areas in Hollins' 

design, but to adapt it to a Saudi setting, I selected two aspects that I believe to be the 

most linked to the participants’ responses and relevant to Saudi settings.  The first Saudi 

setting is a university classroom, where Saudi pre-service teachers read research and 

theory related to learning, subject matter, pedagogy, and the social context in classrooms, 

and the second setting is public school classrooms, where they examine teacher norms 

and practice, teaching discourse and engagement, the theory of learning and pedagogical 

practices, and learning outcomes. In the focused inquiry process, instructors assist student 
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teachers' learning in these different contexts by providing them with the most recent 

readings and published research and theory, thus supporting student learning.  

The second process is the directed observation, which Hollins (2011) emphasizes 

as a primary tool in most focused inquiry. Directed observation is a tool that provides 

guidance for pre-service teachers, helping them to examine specific aspects of a 

phenomenon, to investigate the relationship between two aspects of a theory, to examine 

patterns of actions or responses to actions in the present or past related to teaching and 

learning in classroom contexts. Directed observation is important in this process because 

it assists preservice teachers in understanding classroom learning from a teacher's 

perspective (Hollins, 2011). However, in this process, I would increase the tools for 

Saudi pre-service teachers to include action research, as I found it to be a powerful tool in 

most studies (Avidov-Ungar 2016; Desimone 2009). Furthermore, most of the 

participants suggested adding the tools of videos and observation, based on the needs of 

Saudi pre-service teacher programs.  

Guided practice is the last process in engaging pre-service teachers with this 

approach, which Hollins (2011) describes as the “Experimenting with planning and 

enacting a short sequence of learning experiences for a small group of students under the 

careful supervision of university faculty or an experienced classroom teacher is part of 

the process of guided practice” (p.10). Saudi pre-service teachers can use this process to 

demonstrate their learning development and understanding of the inquiry approach while 

they teach their practicum courses in their focus subject matter. Thus, their planning and 

enacting will be based on the previous knowledge they built in the first two processes, 

which in Saudi case would be their courses. Saudi pre-service teachers are expected to 
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show their ability to justify their approach based on their knowledge about their particular 

learners, the learning process, the subject matter, and the expected learning outcomes. In 

the Saudi case, Saudi pre-service teachers need their instructors to encourage them to 

demonstrate the ability to build upon their previous courses. However, if they do not fully 

realize the outcome of the inquiry approach of learning in the classroom, Saudi pre-

service teachers would still have plenty of time to adjust their teaching practice for it, 

since they have two months of practicum course.  

Finally adapting these processes into Saudi teaching colleges would encourage 

future teachers to use inquiry approaches in teaching, as well as accelerate the removal of 

traditional teaching methods from Saudi public classrooms. Designing this learning 

approach for Saudi teaching preparation programs would create new learning 

communities, since this new type of learning engages students in discourse and 

conversation with other students and teachers to discuss the experience, which in the end 

will help change other teachers’ perspectives about using this learning approach. 

Moreover, as teachers gain more confidence and skill in practicing these strategies, they 

will expand their responsibilities in the classroom as they become supported. Adapting 

these two frameworks into the Saudi pre-service curriculum would increase Saudi 

students’ discussion and collaboration skills, engaging them to be lifelong learners and 

lead them on a path away from the traditional curriculum that limits students’ skills to 

memorizing textbook facts.  

Besides designing pre-service teaching programs for a Saudi context, there is also 

a need to provide support for pre-service teachers from faculty members in order to 

achieve the goals of this adapted program, including collaboration among schools, in-
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service teachers, teaching college faculty members and pre-service teachers. Everyone 

will need to work collaboratively to provide a natural learning environment that supports 

pre-service teachers developing and internalizing the inquiry approach. From the 

participants’ perspectives, this was the key factor to improve beneficial relational 

connections between school teachers and universities; first, to get help from expert 

professors in college, and second, to let pre-service teachers implement inquiry in their 

classrooms. They don’t blame teachers for not practicing inquiry and learning-centered 

approaches because they believe that the teacher preparation programs are responsible for 

providing useful and fruitful courses to help future teachers develop these skills. 

Continuity and consistency in the program would accomplish successful results in 

implementing inquiry approaches in Saudi classrooms. Moreover, the faculty needs to 

demonstrate the organizing ideas for teaching and model in their own teaching the 

expected learning outcomes from pre-service teachers (Hollins, 2011). 

Capacity Building 

Educational reforms in many countries are not successful in the ways expected by 

policy makers because teachers resist reforms that are not based on their knowledge. 

Policymakers need to consider how to engage teachers as professionals when 

implementing new reforms instead of viewing teachers as a problem that need to be 

fixed. Teachers need motivation and encouragement to work toward the development of 

their professional learning. “Capacity building” is an approach that motivates teachers to 

work with policy makers as a collaborative team where they share their opinions as a 

member of the community to develop plans for change based on research, practice, and 

knowledge of the specific students in their classrooms (Short, 2016). Capacity building 
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means that policy makers believe in teachers’ knowledge and skills and want to engage 

them in learning in a professional community to share their insights and perspectives 

about the educational field, instead of giving them a new instructional program and 

telling them that what they have been doing is not successful and needs to be fixed. 

Through capacity building, teachers develop their capacity to teach in more effective 

ways by engaging in professional learning with others, including experts, to address the 

social and educational situations within their teaching contexts.     

Basically, capacity building is the missing element within the Saudi educational 

system. Capacity building would create a new environment in professional learning by 

giving teachers the space to engage respectfully as learners, and let them know that the 

policymakers are concerned about their perspectives and value their voices as significant 

in developing the whole country, not only in the school setting. Although Islam strongly 

advocates listening to voices and caring about citizens in all aspects of life, such a 

process of developing teachers’ professional knowledge and practice needs to involve 

teachers in the professional learning environment where they can make the decision to 

create positive actions in their classrooms. Understanding Islamic philosophy led me to 

create a connection between the value of building teacher capacity and hearing teachers’ 

voices with how Saudi teachers recall their knowledge about teaching and their teaching 

experience to create a different learning environment in their classrooms based on their 

understanding of the change and adaptation of learning-centered approaches to help build 

the modern society that Saudi’s Ministry of Education is trying to achieve.  

Batterjee (2011) mentioned that Muslims today in general, and Saudis are no 

exception, practice only a very limited portion of the Islamic lifestyle, that which is 
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linked to their worship, including praying five times every twenty-four hours and fasting 

in the month of Ramadan. The other social interpretations of Islam are neglected. Islam 

encourages us to live in a democratic community based on collaboration between 

members to achieve the interests and benefits for the public. Islamic philosophy 

encourages us as individuals to look after community development. Developing 

educational and teaching pedagogy is important to developing the whole country. 

Therefore, teachers, the Ministry of Education and universities need to work 

collaboratively. Individual teachers in the Islamic Saudi society need to know that 

changing their teaching and their attitudes toward students will lead to supporting the 

values of educational development while they build their capacity to internalize these 

values and translate them into a mode of life. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study focus on developing the Saudi education system based on the Saudi 

education reform in 2009, particularly concerning teaching strategies in the classroom. I 

recommend four major areas for future research. First of all, this study's outcome cannot 

be generalized to all Saudi teachers’ perspectives about Saudi education. Also, since this 

study is based on female Saudi perspectives, there is a need to examine male Saudi 

perspectives about the educational situation in Saudi public schools in future studies 

related to this topic. The second recommendation for further research is for studies in 

Saudi Arabia with in-service teachers and principals to investigate their opinions about 

implementing an inquiry approach in the classroom. It would also be fruitful to observe 

the teaching practices in Saudi public school settings to explore the enacted curriculum 

and interaction in the classroom. The third recommendation is to interview pre-service 



	

	

273	

teachers to give weight to future studies about Saudi teacher preparation programs, 

regarding individual experiences in each program, as well as closely considering the 

design of their teaching courses curricula. The last recommendation is for a longitudinal 

study to document and explore the progress of involving teachers in the study of 

implementing inquiry in Saudi classrooms by observing teachers who have been 

attending professional development an inquiry in Saudi Arabia. These recommendations 

would provide significant results toward achieving the goal of educational reform by 

making student-centered methods the common approach in Saudi public schools.   

Contributions of the Study 

The objective of this study was to explore eleven Saudi educators’ perspectives on 

their learning experiences as students and as teachers in two different settings, Saudi 

Arabia and the U.S., and two different teaching strategies, a traditional teaching approach 

and a learning-centered approach. 

 The participants’ perspectives will help develop strategies to encourage Saudi 

teachers to be able to deal with the challenges of the reforms in their school 

environments. Their experiences provide ideas, tools and recommendations to support 

teachers as they attempt to implement the changes due to education reforms in the 

country. I am certain this study will offer insight toward the missing elements of Saudi 

educational reforms, namely the need for ongoing professional development and for 

redesigning the teaching preparation programs in Saudi Arabia. These missing elements 

prevent the flourish of the educational reform, however, my study places these elements 

within the big picture of reform to understand the impact that professional development 

and teacher preparation have on teachers’ skills and knowledge.  
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The implications of this study indicate the need to offer professional development 

and teacher preparation programs to encourage teachers to practice more learning-

centered strategies as well as an inquiry approach in their classrooms, which will lead 

students to develop 21st Century skills. The ideas presented in this study may be 

fruitfully applied in other developing countries, as well.  

District-level administrators (the Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia) can use 

this study as evidence that single-session professional development does not change 

teaching practice. Professional development programs ought to offer follow-up sessions 

to give time for teachers to reflect on their instruction, make changes to it, and receive 

support while making changes. Also, allowing enough time for the teachers to experience 

the professional development program and then transfer aspects from the professional 

development into their own classrooms will make the professional development 

worthwhile for the district. The data suggest that certain aspects of teacher preparation 

programs impact the success of future teachers in reaching education reform objectives 

for public school students' achievement. 

Conclusion 

I started this study wondering how to transfer the inquiry learning environment 

that I observed in Amy’s classroom to the Saudi classroom and then building a 

connection between inquiry as a stance with Islamic educational philosophy. I finished 

this study with implications that could create a successful positive action movement in 

Saudi teacher practice to achieve the goals of the Saudi Ministry of Education for 

changing the traditional Saudi approach to teaching. According to my understanding of 

the Islamic perspective on education, the prophet Mohammad used different approaches 
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to communicate with people in his community. Islam encourages teachers to act in the 

classroom with students based on how the prophet Mohammed communicated with other 

people. He showed them care and love by asking about their lives, giving them a smile 

and encouraging them in their good works. Prophet Mohammad and his way of 

communicating would be a good example for Saudi teachers to follow in learning 

processes that would build their capacity to engage in positive actions that motivate them 

to change their approaches in their classrooms to engage students to ask questions and 

divulge their opinions. One of these approaches is called “ Showr’a”, which means 

“seeking suggestions and recommendations”. Prophet Mohammad involves and engages 

his people in making new decisions in order to develop the nation as whole. While he 

was the leader, guide and educator at that time, he preferred to seek the knowledge of the 

people and let them understand that their voice was important in the community, to live 

as a democratic nation. Prophet Mohammed shared new ideas with his people to see their 

thoughts, whether the idea was related to religious or social practice. Thus, I see great 

possibilities in demonstrating to the Saudi Ministry of Education that implementing 

inquiry in our schools will help to combine Islamic educational philosophy and Western 

research to develop Saudi Arabia while maintaining the role of Islam in modern life.  

As my learning experience as a student in the U.S. comes to an end, I would like 

to reflect on the value of a positive relationship between teachers and students. The 

impact of this relationship is a major inspiration for motivating students toward 

succeeding in their academic quests as well as in their personal life. Caring teachers 

willingly accept their students’ first-hand experiences and cultural background, and 

provide them with the opportunity to increase their knowledge without too much teacher 
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influence. Thus, students at all different levels of school and of any age are influenced by 

their teachers.  

I have been amazed at the close and friendly relationship I have had with my 

professors as they provided me with the assistance needed to complete my higher 

education. Learners in any situation face many challenges while learning; the 

environment around the learner and the methods that teachers use in order to help 

students learn have a lot of impact on improving student capabilities. Positive classroom 

interaction and guidance have been most instrumental in helping me to determine how to 

transfer this experience to a country where the cultural mores are strikingly different, yet 

maintain the professional level of respect that is necessary as goals are met. 

 My study in Language, Reading and Culture has provided the opportunity to 

discuss various educational concepts and ideas that have developed my critical thinking 

skills.  I have received the support to decide what I wanted to pursue without being 

forced to alter my ideas about the study. My professors offered me academic support by 

providing me with access to learn more about my interests and deepen my understanding 

about my academic passions. For example, they connected me with teachers to observe 

their classes and to a community learning center. Beyond such professional support, they 

also supported me emotionally by sending emails to me over the summer asking about 

my family and my vacation, giving hugs and greeting when they had not seen me for long 

time. I still remember the moment as a first-year Master's student, after I gave a long 

presentation in front of the class that I was extremely worried over because of my lack of 

fluency in English. As soon as I was through, I received positive feedback from my 

classmates and my professor hugged me and exclaimed, “You did it!”. That same year, I 
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realized that with professors who have minds open to interacting with me and who have 

flexibility in their classroom structure, there is no problem with reading storybooks to 

adults in a classroom because storybooks engage even adults in creative and active 

learning. 

The positive experiences that I have been afforded as a student in the U.S. will 

certainly transfer into positive experiences for the students that await my contribution to 

their education when I return to my country. The most rewarding part of my learning 

experience as a student in the U.S. will be to see the transference of the positive ideas and 

practices as I introduce new concepts to a receptive audience.  
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APPENDIX A 

Interview Questions: 

First interview: 

1. How does student learning and achievement change when students engage in the 

inquiry cycle?  

2. What kinds of skills will students get when they participate in an inquiry 

assignment? 

3.  What are some obstacles that students could encounter in the classroom that 

would be a barrier to learning and understanding the concept?   

4. What kind of engagement strategies would increase student participation in the 

classroom?  

5. Are the students encouraged to learn when they have a positive relationship with 

the teacher as well as have multiple ways to access the concept? 

Second interview: 

1. Would you please tell me as much as you can about the details of your 

educational experience in the USA and KSA? (Ideas to suggest:  classroom 

environments, teacher relationships, teaching methods, inquiry, learning 

improvement) or to encourage discussion, ask about what they did all day at 

school? 

2.  What was the teacher’s role in your experience? 

3.  How did the teacher lead the classroom? What strategies did teachers employ?  

4. What did the teacher expect students to do in the classroom? 
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5.  What engagement strategies did teachers use to support students’ learning and 

understanding?  

6.  Has studying abroad changed the way you teach and study?  

7. What are the most powerful strategies you have experienced in the classroom?   

Third interview: 

1. What is the natural environment of the classroom in your opinion? 

2.  How can a teacher develop his/her teaching philosophy and teaching practice in 

the classroom?  

3. What mediation tools can a teacher use to improve the quality of learning in the 

classroom and to bring student attention to learning? 

4.  How do teachers in Saudi Arabia arrange the 45 minutes of classroom time 

between interactions with students and interaction with the subject matter? 

5.  What and which factors of a teacher’s role would impact supporting, 

encouraging, and assisting student cognitive engagement? 

6.  How could some of these factors be established in Saudi classrooms?  

7. What differences related to teaching methods here and in Saudi Arabia have you 

noticed while studying here?  

8. When you go back to Saudi Arabia which of the teaching methods you have 

studied here are you planning to use and which methods you experienced 

growing up in Saudi Arabia are you planning to retain in your teaching practice?  

9. Is there anything else you have observed that we haven’t mentioned that you 

would like to discuss regarding the teaching setting here and there? 

10.  What inspires you to teach?  
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11. Do you see any obstacles to being the teacher you want to be in KSA or running 

the classroom you want to create? How mindful are you about dealing with 

different students from different backgrounds as well as different learning styles 

among students? 
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APPENDIX B 

The University of Arizona Consent to Participate in Research Study  

Title: Saudi Women’s Memorable Educational Experience Across Contexts: Saudi 
Arabia And The United States.  

Principal Investigator: Norah Ibrahim Alturki  

This is a consent form for research participation. It contains important information about 
this study and what to expect if you decide to participate. Please consider the information 
carefully. Feel free to discuss the study with your friends and family and to ask questions 
before making your decision whether or not to participate.  

Why is this study being done?  

This research project seeks to understand the Saudi female’s perspective on the teaching 
experience at Saudi Arabia and in the United States and how to develop a professional 
development training program that would introduce the inquiry approach to teachers and 
help them to integrate modern teaching strategies into their classrooms. Researching 
Saudi women’s perspectives should reveal that the teachers have personalized and 
differentiated teaching practices that, of course, become learning strengths, and what 
these are. Teachers in real settings with actual students will recognize the different 
abilities in each individual. Also, teachers craft and convey their professional knowledge, 
which makes it difficult for teachers to determine one practice to be better than another.  

Research Questions 1. What are the educational and schooling experiences of Saudi 
women from elementary through university across multiple contexts? 2. Which of these 
experiences were memorable in influencing Saudi women’s thinking about learning and 
teaching? Why? 3. What are Saudi women’s perspectives on the type of learning 
experience needed for Saudi pre- service teachers?  

What will happen if I take part in this study?  

If you agree to be in this study, you will participate in two one-on-one interviews with 
me. You will also be asked to attend a focus group interview with the other participants 
in this study. Each interview/focus group will take from 90 minutes-2 hours to complete. 
These interviews/focus group will be audio-recorded.  



	

	

282	

If you agree to participate in this study, the investigator will use your experience, 
discussion and opinion in developing the teaching practice in Saudi Arabia and all related 
response to this interview to analyze them for the research purposes. If you do not agree 
to participate, choose “No, I do not consent to participate in the research study” at the end 
of this form. Choosing not to participate will not affect your employment or student 
status in any way.  

How long will I be in the study?  

You will be in this study for 6 hours (2 hours per interview/focus group).  

How many people will take part in this study?  

Approximately 30 persons will be asked to participate in this study; all of them Saudi 
women some of them are in Tucson and other are in Saudi Arabia.  

Can I stop being in the study? Your participation is voluntary. You may refuse to 
participate in this study. If you decide to take part in the study, you may leave the study at 
any time. No matter what decision you make, there will be no penalty to you and you will 
not lose any of your usual benefits. Your decision will not affect your future relationship 
with The University of Arizona. If you are a student or employee at the University of 
Arizona, your decision will not affect your grades or employment status.  

What risks, side effects or discomforts can I expect from being in the study?  

There will be no risks in doing these interviews or focus group. However, if you feel risk 
in continuing the interview, or if you have hard time answering some questions, please 
tell me so I can explain the question further.  

If you still feel uncomfortable to continue the interview or focus group, you can stop 
participating at any time.  

What benefits can I expect from being in the study?  

By completing this interview, you will get ideas of what is inquiry approach and how to 
develop the teaching practice in Saudi Arabia. Moreover, because the last question will 
be focus group interview with one who is here you will meet the other participants and 
hear other participants’ experience and perspectives in learning. So, this study will be 
benefit in developing your understanding of the different teaching practice and then 
benefit the Saudi educational system at the end after you complete the study.  
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What other choices do I have if I do not take part in the study?  

You may choose not to participate in this study without penalty or loss of benefits to 
which you are otherwise entitled. If you are interested in the interview questions or in the 
result of the study but do not want to participate, you can contact the investigator after the 
study is done.  

Will my study-related information be kept confidential?  

Your records will be confidential, and you will not be identified in any of the work I 
create. The only person who will know that you participate in this study will be the 
research investigator: Norah Alturki, and other participants in the focus group interview 
who are also participating in the study. Efforts will be made to keep your study-related 
information confidential. However, there may be circumstances where this information 
must be released. For example, personal information regarding your participation in this 
study may be disclosed if required by state law.  

Also, your records may be reviewed by the following: · The University of Arizona 
Institutional Review Board  

Who can answer my questions about the study?  

You can call the Principal Investigator to talk to her about a concern or complaints about 
this research study. The Principal Investigator Norah Alturki, Ph.D. Candidate, can be 
contacted at (214) 517-1569.  

If you have 1) questions about your rights as a research participant, 2) questions, 
complaints, or concerns about the research and cannot reach the Principal Investigator; or 
3) want to talk to someone other than the Investigator, you may also contact Dr. Kathy 
short at; shortK@email.arizona.edu.  

For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-
related concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you 
may contact the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 
http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp.  

An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University 
of Arizona reviewed this research project and found it to be acceptable, according to 
applicable state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the 
rights and welfare of participants in research.  
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Signing the consent form  

I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked 
to participate in a research study. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have 
had them answered to my satisfaction. I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  

I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  

_______ Yes, I consent to participate in the research study and give my permission for 
Norah Alturki to use my response for research analysis, for sharing, and for publishing 
the study in the future.  

_________ Yes, I consent to participate in the research study and give my permission for 
Norah Alturki to use my response for research analysis, but not for sharing or publishing 
the study in the future.  

_________ No, I do not consent to participate in the research study.  
Printed name of subject Signature of subject Date and time  

AM/PM  
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The University of Arizona Consent to Participate in Research 

لٔي خبرات موضوع البحث : تطویرمناھج التعلیم واسالیب التدریس في المملكھ العربیھ السعودیھ وامریكا بناء ع
  طالبات الدراسات العلیا في المملكھ العربیھ السعودیھ والو یات المتحده ا مریكیة

  .البحث من اعداد: نورة التركي

یل من اد ھذا البحث: الھدف من البحث ھو ان تقوم الباحثة بٔاجراء مقاب ث تفصیلیھ مع عدد لیس بقللماذا تم اعد
لدین امریكا الطالبات السعودیات في الدراسات العلیا( الكثیر منھم لدیھ خبره او وظیفھ في مجال التعلیم) في الب

ر اسالیب لتي سوف تساعد المعلمات علٔي تطویوالسعودیھ من اجل الحصول علي كمیھ وافره من المعلومات القیمھ ا
ھمیھ كیفیھ التدریس في الفصل الدراسي و علٔي تطویر الع قھ بین المعلم والطالب من خ ل تسلیط الضوء علٔي ا

ترجیات المساھمھ في بناء دورات تعلیمھ للمعلمات للمساعده علٔي ادخال اسالیب التدریس الحدیثھ في المناھج واس
مبسط ومستمر التي سوف تساعد الطالب علٔي سرعھ استقبال المعلومات الدراسیة التدریس بشكل .  

ي عباره عن ث علٔي كل من یود المساعده في اتمام البحث ان یقوم بالتوقیع علٔي الموافقھ علٔي اجراء المقابلھ ،التي ھ
تآخذ ساعھ من الزمانث اسٔیلھ تفصیلیھ بواسطة الھاتف مع الباحثة لمده باس بھا من الوقت قد ربما  .  

  :خطوات بعد الموافقھ علٔي المشاركة في البحث

م فیھا البدء في بعد الموافقھ علٔي المشاركة والتوقیع علٔي ورقة المشاركة سوف یقوم الباحث بتحدید ا وقات معك لیت
و تزید عن  تقل عن ساعھطرح ا سٔیلة. المقابلة سوف تكون اسبوعیھ كل اسبوع سٔوال و كل سٔوال ربما یحتاج لمده 

ذلك ساعتین. علي كل ا حوال سوف یاخذ البحث ككل مدة ست ساعات من المشارك وسوف تكون المقابلھ مسجلھ و
قوم بنشر ھذه من اجل ان یستطیع الباحث تحلیل ا جوبھ للبحث.علٔي المشاركین ا دراك و الثفة تامھ بإن الباحث ن ی

ارك الحق سھ محمیھ تحت قوانین الو یات المتحده ا مریكیخ و یھ اریزونا. للمشالمعلومات ا لغرض البحث وھذه الدرا
ن علیة ان في عدم التوقف عن المشاركھ اذا لم یجد الوقت الكاف تمام المقابلھ او لظروف صحیة او عأیلیة خاصة ولك

لمشاركھ خ ل المشاركھ. بعد ایعلم الباحثة با مر قبل التوقف عن المشاركة. ھذا البحث یحمل المشارك اي مخاطر من 
بد من ا  سوف تقوم الباحثة بستخدام اسماء مستعاره للمشاركات و عرض ا جوبھ والتقاش تحت ا سماء المستعاره

مشاركھ ل لمام بالمعلومات من مختلف وجھات النظر ٣٠سماء الحقیقھ لھن. الباحثة قد تحتاج الٔي  .  

دنا الحبیبلتخرج او و ا ھم من ذالك تساعد في تطویر التعلیم في بلالمشاركھ في البحث قد تساعد الباحثة في ا .  

رحلة ا بتدأییة السٔوال ا ول یتعلق بالماضي: ماھي خبراتك الدراسیھ والتعلیمیھ في المملكة العربیة السعودیة من الم
  الي المرحلة الجامعیة في مختلف السیاقات والمجا ت؟

یم وعلٔي تفكیرالمراه الي: ٔاي من ھذه الخبرات السابقة لھا تٔاثیرقوي علٔي التعلم والتعلالسٔوال الثاني یتعلق بالوقت الح
  السعودیھ حول ھذه المجا ت؟ ولماذا؟
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ة لتعلیم السٔوال الثالث: ماھي وجھات نظرك علٔي اسالیب و طرق التدریس المتبعة والمقدمة في الجامعات السعودی
تدریب المھني والتطبیق العملي؟وتوجیة طالبات التربیة خ ل فترة ال   

 موافقھ علٔي اجراء المقابلھ وان تقوم الباحثة بنشر المقابلھ و المناقشة ( )

موافقھ علٔي اجراء المقابلھ وان تقوم الباحثة بنشر المقابلھ و المناقشة بدون ذكرٔاسمي (  )    

 موافقھ علٔي اجراء المقابلھ ولكن بدون نشر المنافشة وا جوبة (  )

ٔاوافق علٔي اجراء المقابلھ(  )    

 ا ال سم:

التوقیع    

  الیوم والوقت:
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