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The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has recently celebrated its 83rd anniversary 
in the memory of its foundation and unification by the founder King Abdullaziz 
bin Abdurrahman, may Allah bless his soul. As we cherish this most important 
national event, it is an opportunity for an evaluative reflection on the 
developmental achievement that has been accomplished in different sectors 
and particularly in the educational sector and higher education to be specific. 
In 1936, the Kingdom witnessed the first higher education institution with the 
establishment of Scholarship Preparatory school in Makah aiming to prepare 
students to pursue their higher education abroad. With the return of first patch of 
this program, Share’a College and Teacher Education College were established 
in 1949 and 1952 respectively. These two initial steps were the milestones for the 
development of this sector over the last eight decades. Recently, two mage projects 
were initiated to presume those steps and to revive the sectors: King Abdullah’s 
project for Higher Education Development, and King Abdullah Scholarships 
program. The main goals for these projects are strengthening innovation and 
diversity among universities, and expanding equal opportunities for all citizens to 
enroll in higher education institutions. The number of universities has expanded 
dramatically, from 8 universities (all public and concentrated in big cities) in 
1995, to 35 public and private universities all over the Kingdom with its different 
amenities of colleges, institutes and research centers. This expansion has its great 
effect on the development of local communities across the Kingdom. 

Accomplishing these strategic goals is the responsibility of what commonly 
called the “Strategic Trinity”: The Higher Education Council, The Ministry 
of Higher Education, and the universities. Their collaborative efforts focus 
on developing the integrity of higher education sector, reforming its structure 
and organization, improving the quality of its research and teaching functions, 
differentiating its institutional missions and academic programs, and diversifying 
its financing and budgeting approaches. All these developmental efforts are 
conducted according to international standards and benchmarks, with deployment 
of national and international cooperation and partnership. 

This current issue of Saudi Journal for Higher Education elaborates on 
this “strategic partnership for development” by approaching analytically and 
critically the issue of mission differentiation among higher education institution 
in the Kingdom. Mission differentiation, as the issue’s theme, was presented 
from national and international perspectives. Other articles in this issue look at 
related subjects: parallel education in Taibah University, measuring performance 
in Princess Nora University, in addition to reviewing recent publication on 
leadership and organization in higher education. 

In conclusion, I have great appreciation for the editorial board of our journal for 
their great effort in encouraging and expanding the research in the field of higher 
education in the Kingdom. I hope that we will continue working cooperatively to 
develop our sector with the increasing support from the Custodian of the Two Holy 
Mosques King Abdullah bin Abdullaziz and his Crown Prince, whom interests 
are on improving the quality of higher education sector and expanding access to 
its institutions for all citizens. We greatly believed in the high qualification and 
intellectuality resides in our universities that will work in achieving our national 
goals related to serving our nation and the whole human beings.      

Dr. Khalid M. Al-Anqari 
The Minister of Higher 

Education and the 
Magazine's General 

Supervisor 
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Introduction

The growing demand for Higher Education since the end of the World War II and its 

repercussions of a great expansion of its institutions capacity at the level of the whole world, 

especially during the period since the beginning of the last decade of the twentieth century 

and the first decade of the twenty-first century, led to the changing nature of universities from 

elite to mass institutions. This in turn created huge pressure on national governments in trying 

to cope with various problems associated with the growing enrollment in these institutions 

(Guri-Rosenblit et al., 2007), where there is no country in the world having higher education 

system immune from facing the pressure of massification that has become a permanent and 

stable condition with its own logic and consequences leading to fundamental changes in 

universities’ structure.     

 The approach of differentiation and diversity has become on the top of the important 

policies list pursued by contemporary higher education systems. It is aimed to meet the 

increasing demand and diversified economic and social backgrounds and talent among the 

growing number of students, to the extent that makes expansion and diversity in higher 

education Twin Phenomena linked to the development of the Higher Education in many 

countries of the world (zha, 2008). This is what Altabach (2002) previously noted that 

differentiation is a central property for mass higher education systems globally.
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 The process of differentiation in 

Higher Education can occur vertically or 

horizontally. The vertical differentiation 

occurs as the types of institutions proliferate, 

with the traditional research universities 

being joined by teaching and community 

colleges. The horizontal differentiation 

occurs as a result of the spread of private 

higher education institutions operated 

by new service providers. The growing 

number of these private institutions and 

their enrollment, especially the for-profit 

ones, is the largest manifestation of the 

differentiation aspects in the world higher 

education systems. In Brazil, for example, 

nearly %60 of higher education students 

are enrolled in private higher education 

institutions and this percentage is exceeded 

in Philippine to more than %80 (The World 

Bank, 2000).

 The impetuses leading to the 

two forms of differentiation vary. While 

horizontal differentiation is driven by 

increased demand for higher education, 

vertical differentiation is a reaction to 

demand for greater diversity of graduates. 

Higher Education system described 

by differentiation and diversity of its 

institutions on the horizontal and vertical 

levels is certainly best able to serve 

individuals and society. The mission 

differentiation among Higher Education 

institutions is considered a logical response 

to the increasing importance of specialized 

knowledge. As we find in many cases that 

the new or restructured institutions are best 

serving the public interest through their 

focus on a specific set of goals for certain 

group of students. Besides, differentiation 

works to unify the efforts and prevents 

duplication. It is also helpful in halting 

institutional drift and makes the process 

of accountability easier (The World Bank, 

2000).  

 In this context, this paper has come 

to show how far the higher education 

institutions, especially the governmental 

ones in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, are 

in need to differentiation. It emphasizes 

that it is the most important way for 

developing the sector. The paper proposes 

a hierarchical structure to reconstruct 

these institutions in a way that basically 

achieves the vertical differentiation based 

on diversity and integration of mission and 

goals.  Though this paper does not claim 

that it offers a magical and comprehensive 

formula to reform higher education in KSA, 

yet it seeks to provide a starting point for a 

constructive dialogue towards change in the 

desired direction according to the local data 

and learned lessons of the contemporary 
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international experiences concerning higher 

education development.   

Universities between research and 

teaching:

 Teaching and research are two 

basic functions in modern universities, 

yet it is always a dilemma for educational 

institutions to make decision about what 

should be their main focus. These decisions 

become more difficult  when identifying the 

area of focus implies   arranging priorities 

and allocating resources. Accordingly, we 

can find that some systems develop obvious 

mechanisms for differentiating among 

Higher Education institutions between 

research and teaching universities, while 

many other systems suffer from blurring 

vision concerning differentiation among 

their educational institutions and their 

assigned roles.

 Following the history of universities, 

it can be shown that they were mainly 

constructed for teaching not research. The 

contemporary research universities date 

back to the beginning of the 19th century. 

Before that, universities were largely 

devoted to teaching and the preparation 

of professionals in different areas like 

Theology, Medicine and Law (Altbach, 

2011a). Thanks to the German scholar 

Wilhelm von Humbold (1767-1835) who 

made the function of research a basic one 

and whose view was that university, as 

an institution, should be a place for the 

production of the scientific knowledge 

rather than training on a profession or a 

craft. In other words it should be a place 

that combines both teaching and research as 

two faces for the same coin. The faculty of 

Philosophy should be the beating heart of 

university where research becomes for the 

sake of research. The role of government 

should be minimized to providing the 

financial resources with a limited authority 

to professors appointment. Hamboldt’s 

vision was applied in Friedrich Wilhelms 

University that was founded in 1810 AD in 

Berlin, Germany. This pattern of universities 

was known as the Humboldtian Model and 

imitated in many countries around the world 

( Gürüz, 2011).  

 Despite the historical fact that 

universities emerged basically as teaching 

institutions, yet research universities 

come on the top of the academic system 

hierarchy and have a high degree of respect. 
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They also participate actively in the production of authentic knowledge in both its basic and 

applied research as well as granting the high scientific degrees. The world-class research 

universities are also characterized by strong and direct position in the world knowledge 

network with an ability to attract internal and external talented students, researcher, staff 

members,  technicians,  and financial resources. That is why they always occupy the advanced 

levels in the world rankings which normally focus on research universities. Studying the 

common factors among world-class research universities (Salim, 2009), diagram (1) shows 

briefly the characteristics of this kind of institutions and the objective condition that should be 

considered to be classified internationally.            

The research universities usually provide limited number of undergraduate programs, 

while focusing on postgraduate especially at the PhD level. Therefore, they attract the best 

and most intelligent students whether locally or internationally. Besides, they employ the 

best academics and researchers.  Research competency and productivity are the criteria for 

employment and reward. Briefly, the academic society in the research universities revolves 

around research and research culture and even the undergraduate students are given the 

opportunity to participate in research (Altbach, 2011a). 

Figure (1): Characteristics of World-class Research Universities
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The source: Salmi, Jamil (2009). The Challenge of Establishing World-Class Universities. 

Washington, DC: World Bank

On the economic and social levels, Altbach (2011a) explains that research universities 

stand at the center of the 21st-century global knowledge economy as they are elite, complex 

institutions with multiple academic and societal roles not only through production of 

new knowledge leads to advanced technology , but also by contributing  to better our 

understanding of human condition. Moreover, there is widespread recognition of the 

importance of research universities in almost all countries. The number of these universities 

varies from country to country, although it occurs always in a very limited number compared 

to the total number of higher education institutions in those countries. Smaller countries 

may have only one research university, whereas larger nations may have many research 

universities. In the United States, for example there are 150 research universities out of 

about 4800 postsecondary institutions; India may have 10 such universities out of its 18000 

higher education institutions, and China has about 100 research universities among its 5000 

postsecondary institutions. It is observed that research universities, in most countries except in 

Japan and the United States, are almost public institutions because they need a very large fund 

compared to other universities as well as the private sector rarely supports these universities. 

Salmi (2009) observes that most of countries do not realize the complexity and need for 

resources necessary for the construction and continuity of research universities. Jouti (2012) 

confirms this observation when he compares the annual budget of Harvard University and the 

general annual budget of Morocco in which the former represents third of the latter. 

On the other hand, teaching universities are the dominant pattern in terms of the 

number of institutions and their spread globally. Its basic mission revolves around the 

dissemination of knowledge and preparation of professionals to meet the needs of society 

and labor market. The elite institutions of this pattern work on preparing and graduating 

excellent leaders in various scientific and professional areas. Most colleges in this category 

are considered the main shelter and the attractive environment for children of society’s elite as 

they prepare them scientifically and practically in a way that matches their expected roles in 

future. In most cases, these colleges are good tributary for excellent students to complete their 

postgraduate programs in distinctive research universities. Teaching universities, in general, 
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work on preparing and qualifying trained 

manpower efficiently with what labor 

market needs. While in most of them, there 

are professional postgraduate programs 

at Masters and PhD levels, most research 

outputs concentrate on the practical and 

applied aspects. 

Despite the clear difference between 

these two patterns of universities through 

the content of their missions and activities, 

it is observed that most of these classified 

universities in both patterns do not declare 

themselves or add the quality “teaching” or 

“research” to their names. Rather, they cling 

to the traditional concept of university that 

combines teaching and research.

Comparing the teaching university 

with the research university in terms of 

attention and funding, it is noted that the 

requirements of financing and operating the 

research universities excel those of teaching 

universities and perhaps that is a logical 

interpretation for the huge budgets that 

research universities have versus what is 

allocated for teaching universities. However, 

that does not negate that there are modern 

trends in favor of teaching universities. 

The preparation of workforce with high 

skills has become an important function of 

Higher Education more than ever. Besides, 

the privatization, generalization and 

commodification of education increase the 

priority given to teaching (Altbach et al., 

2010).

Concerning the different 

mechanisms and policies of performance 

evaluation and ranking between these 

two patterns of universities, it seems 

that the criteria and indicators measuring 

the level of performance and status of 

research university are more easy to 

measure and objective compared with its 

teaching counterpart. This may be due to, 

according to Altbach (2011b), the difficulty 

of measuring the quality and effect of 

teaching quantitatively. In addition, making 

comparisons among different academic 

systems in terms of the quality and effect of 

teaching is more difficult, which explains 

the ignoring of most world rankings creating 

criteria for the measurement and comparison 

of teaching and learning quality. Though 

the level of performance and status of 

research universities were measured by a 

set of criteria and indicators based formerly 

on reputation, yet this has been changed 

recently with the advent of the World 

University Ranking Bodies. The Academic 

ranking of World Universities (ARWU) 

in Shanghai is one of these bodies that is 

considered the most stable, transparent, 
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objective and clear in methodology.  

Measurement in this ranking focuses on the 

research productivity and uses six criteria 

including the number of scientific papers 

published in two journals “Science” and 

“Nature”; the number of researchers whose 

articles are frequently cited; teaching staff 

members who got “Noble” and “Fields” 

Prizes; the number of published and indexed 

articles in “Science Citation Index” and 

“Social Sciences Citation index” in addition 

to other indexes. But some criteria of 

Shanghai have a role in favor of the Western 

universities especially those concerning the 

number of graduates who received Noble 

Prize or having the ability to attract them. In 

addition, the indexes used for this ranking 

are mainly focusing on research published 

in English (Altbach, 2011b). Concerning 

the educational aspects, it is generally 

noted that rankings use a set of indicators 

to measure the level of performance and 

status of university relevant to both inputs 

and outputs. Qualifications of faculty 

members, their nationalities, conditions 

of students’ admission, the proportion of 

international students, and the percentage of 

professor to student are the main indicators 

of inputs. While the main indicators used 

for measuring the quality of outputs are the 

amount of demand for these outputs, the 

degree of employers’ satisfaction and time 

required for employment after graduation.                

To sum up, the distinction 

between the two patterns of research and 

teaching should not be understood as 

the research universities ignore teaching 

and dissemination of knowledge or the 

teaching universities have no place for 

research As they have different purposes, 

the research university is concerned with 

disseminating knowledge in order to 

produce more of it, while the teaching 

university is concerned with that  for the 

purpose of qualifying and training more 

students in different professions.. However, 

taking care of the students’ education, 

evaluating and measuring the learning 

outcomes are common activities among 

different institutions in the two patterns. 

States need both patterns of universities, but 

certainly need a larger number of teaching 

universities because of the growing needs 

of labor market for excellent competencies 

in various fields on one hand, and a limited 

number of research universities (varies 

according to the size and degree of progress 

of the state but perhaps no more than one in 

small state) on the other hand,  because of 

the high cost of establishing and financing a 

productive research university that.  
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Mission Differentiation of Higher Education 

Institutions from a Global Perspective:    

The great demand for Higher 

Education and the accompanying 

unprecedented increase of enrollment 

resulted in a state of conflict and 

polarization between forces of massification 

and forces of excellence protection. This 

conflict is not confined to the developing 

countries but extends to include the 

developed countries that have a long history 

in higher education and differentiation of its 

institutions. 

Though the strategy of adopting 

the hierarchal organizational structure 

that ensures ample opportunities for 

admission with the protection of excellence 

is considered the most available option 

in many educational systems whether 

implicitly or explicitly, yet it was exposed to 

many challenges and sometimes to changes 

in some systems as a result of massification 

requirements.    

In the European Union, we find the 

United Kingdom, for example, characterized 

for decades with the differentiation of its 

institutions among research, polytechnic and 

community universities until the nineties 

of the last century. The country witnessed 

reactional change when converting all the 

colleges and polytechnic universities to 

universities which in turn leads, as Ritzen 

(2011) indicates, to the loss of transparency 

in differentiation between institutions on 

one hand, and the watering down of research 

effectiveness on the national level from 

the other hand. Although other European 

countries faced the same challenges, yet 

the political power in the Netherlands was 

more stable in maintaining the gains of 

differentiation among their educational 

institutions when the parliament refused 

the request of polytechnic colleges to be 

converted into research universities on 

the ground that a state in the size of the 

Netherlands does not need 12 universities 

like Harvard in its educational system and 

enough to have one or two universities only 

to compete in the world university rankings 

(Ritzen,2011). On the other side of the 

Atlantic, the American educational system 

was evident in its respect and appreciation 

for differentiation among its Higher 

Education institutions which appeared 

clearly and directly in the California State 

Plan of Higher Education that will be 

presented later in details. 

In developing countries, we find 

two completely different models for the 
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largest two developing countries in this 

regard. While China sought to develop 

its higher education system according 

to vertical structure taking into account 

differentiation among its institutions – as 

will be detailed later - we find the higher 

education in India has grown in a haphazard 

manner. The successive Indian governments 

expanded the sector by opening more public 

universities and granting permits for the 

private universities without checking the 

nature of their missions and priorities of 

functions (Agarwal, 2011). This in turn led 

to a state of disconnect between the status 

quo and outputs of university education and 

the requirements of development and labor 

market. 

 But there are still some distinctive 

experiences in legalizing and maintaining 

mission differentiation that deserve to be 

studied and observed. The experience of 

California State in USA and that of China 

are models of prestigious and successful 

experiences in this regard.

The experience of California State: 

 There is almost an agreement that 

one of the best global model for Higher 

Education is in USA. This may be due 

to, according to professor of Education in 

Stanford University David F. Labaree, its 

success in dealing with the tension between 

two contradictory principles: accessibility 

by offering admission opportunity for 

everyone, and exclusivity by limiting 

access to  elite universities for distinguished 

students. The higher education system 

in America has developed a hierarchy of 

universities ranging from open access 

institutions at the bottom to highly exclusive 

institutions at the top confined to excellent 

and high achievers. Therefore, it is a system 

provides opportunities for all and protects 

distinction (Labaree, 2007).

 Further to the magnitude of the 

Higher Education system in America, 

decentralization and flexibility, it contains 

unique and various experiences and 

practices. The experience of California State 

known as The California Master Plan for 

Higher Education comes in the forefront of 

experiences which received attention and 

admiration inside and outside America. It 

is not surprising that it can be replicated or 

claimed to be replicated in most countries. 

   The California Master Plan for 

Higher Education dates back to 1960 

(Douglass, 2000). This plan is based on 

building a system for the governmental 

higher education combining both elite and 
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mass institutions through setting up three systems for higher education. Each one of them has 

its own clear mission that distinguishes it from others but they are all combined by a general 

regulatory framework achieving integration. More than fifty years since this experience was 

applied and is still working successfully. California University and its ten campuses come 

at the top of this triple system led by Berkeley Campus with its research mission. Followed 

by California State University (CSU) with its twenty three branches, this university offers 

bachelor and master degrees with a mission focusing on teaching. The third system consists 

of 112 community colleges attended by the largest number of students. Its mission is 

concentrated on teaching and service.   

Figure (2) Hierarchy of Governmental Higher Education System in California State
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These patterns absorb High School graduates who wish to join the universities 

included within this system. While the research university and the teaching university absorb 

about 50% of those graduates (13% for California University and 33% for California State 

University), the other applicants join the community colleges spread throughout the state. The 

privilege of California system is that it has flexibility protecting the right of high achievers in 

joining institutions at the top of hierarchy or through transferring them from the lower to the 

upper institutions (Douglass, 2000).  

What most distinguishes this model, as indicated by Ritzen (2011), is the mutual 

respect and great appreciation for the role of each pattern of university education in this 

system to the point that the head of Berkeley university (that is considered one of the most 

prominent campuses of research university) proudly declared that about half of the top 100 

graduates of master program of his university are the graduates of community colleges in the 

same system as a result of doing their educational mission in the best way.  

The experience of China:    

 China, the strongly coming giant on the international educational area recently, 

gave special attention to the development of its educational system. It witnesses an ambitious 

project for the development of its higher education system called (Project 985) in which it was 

announced that there is a need to world-class universities. The executive five- year plan of the 

project (from 2003-2007) includs the following five major trends (Al Essa,2011):

1. From a central administration to local ones with important authorities in university 

administration of.

2.  From elite education to mass education.

3. From focus on narrow specifications to comprehensive general education.

4. From governmental education to private education.

5. From local education to global education.

Based on these trends, the Chinese universities got more independence in the 



22 The Saudi Journal of Higher Education - Issue No.10 - Nov.2013

management of their affairs. A new system 

was followed in financing universities 

based on a variety of sources like allowing, 

for the first time, to impose tuition fees on 

students, and major modifications to the 

salary and reward of faculty members which 

allow the Chinese universities to attract 

more international competencies. Besides, 

the central government allocated specific 

funding packages for constructing world-

class universities.

In response to the previous great 

trends and the accompanying change in 

the China’s economic policy towards a 

market economy, an improvement in the 

citizens income and the steady increase in 

the proportion of students enrolled in higher 

education, the structure of higher education 

institutions is restructured in a hierarchical 

way based on their missions and goals, 

as shown in figure (3). The hierarchy (the 

organizational pyramid) of higher education 

in China consists of four sections or ranks. 

Each section contains a set of institutions 

that decrease in number when moving to the 

top of the pyramid because of the need and 

high cost. At the top of the pyramid, there are 

national elite universities whose main focus 

is on research. They teach the majority of 

PhD students, in addition to some Masters 

and bachelor students. These universities, 

with its effective participation in international 

research arena, are assigned to be the 

national team responsible for strengthening 

China’s innovation ability, while playing 

the leading role in conducting research 

which is considered important for national 

development and security. . Universities 

of the second rank are basically concerned 

with teaching in which most of their students 

are at Bachelor and Masters Levels with 

limited number of PhD students in certain 

specifications, as research is considered the 

second priority. Universities of the third rank 

are exclusively concerned with teaching and 

training of undergraduate students with no 

graduate programs to be offered. Finally, 

there is a new class of institutions at the 

bottom of the pyramid called the Senior 

Vocational Colleges offering programs 

lasting from 2 to 3 years. The institutions of 

the third and fourth ranks constitute most of 

higher education institutions and considered 

the main outlet to absorb the steady increased 

numbers of applicants, whereas admission to 

national elite universities is symbolic and 

very limited.  
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Figure (3) Hierarchy of Higher Education in China

The crisis of differentiation in Higher Education in the Kingdom:

Public universities are considered the backbone of higher education in the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia in which they include about 90% of students enrolled in this pattern of 

education. However, comparing these universities’ missions reveals a lack  of focus and 

differentiation, as  they all seek distinguishing position in both research and teaching. 

Although this problem, as described in the report of the UNESCO World Conference on 

Higher Education 2009, is a real and complex  identity problem that is overlooked by most 

higher education systems in the world so far (Altbach et al., 2010, p.184). However, its 

importance and danger increase greatly on the level of higher education in the Kingdom 

Figure (3) Hierarchy of Higher Education in China 
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that has witnessed during the last ten years 

successive and rapid changes especially with 

regard to its massification and privatization 

which makes dealing with this issue fateful 

and inevitable. 

Getting university degree is still 

seen, in the Saudi society, as a matter of 

pride (swank) and social mobility. Besides, 

joining the higher education institutions 

helps young high school graduates, 

especially girls, to find a safe haven 

,albeit temporarily, from unemployment. 

In addition, enrolling in higher education 

institutions eases the load of daily charges, 

as higher education in the Kingdom is 

not only offered free of charge, but in 

most cases students are paid stipends in 

addition to providing them with some free 

services such as transportation and housing 

especially for female students coming from 

remote areas.

In responding to this high social 

demand, the number of universities in 

the Kingdom jumped from 11 public 

universities in 2005 to 24 universities in 

2011,  and from 4 to 8 private universities  

in the same period with total percentage 

growth amounted 113%. Besides, statistics 

indicate that the total percentage of students 

enrolled in higher education in the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia takes a rapid ascending 

curve. The enrollment ratio in higher 

education improved from 30.2% in 2007 

to 38.9% in 2011 (the Higher Education 

Observatory, 2001, pp. 37-38), while this 

percent in 2000 did not exceed 22%. This 

percentage is going to be up to 50% in 2020 

(the Ministry of Higher Education, 2012) 

in which there is still demand to higher 

education especially university level. With 

these data, it  becomes of urgent significant 

importance to launch initiatives, supported 

with long and short–term policies for 

restructuring universities in the Kingdom to 

cope with these changes in order to achieve 

both differentiation and integration among 

them.  

Without reducing the importance 

of this quantitative expansion,  tit wasn’t 

accompanied with a real consideration 

of the issue of  universities’ identity.  In 

response to the lack of differentiation 

among higher education institutions in the 

Kingdom, two main viewpoints about the 

problem and its causes are observed: Al Essa 

(2011), the former director of Al Yamamah 

Private University, attributes the cause to 

the traditional beginnings of established 

public universities which affected deeply 

the structure of educational system and 

contributed to submitting the universities to 
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a bureaucratic centralized system directly 

linked to the powers of the state whether 

the Ministry of Higher Education or other 

superior bodies. This contributes to effacing 

the identity of universities and stifling 

opportunities of diversity and difference 

among them. Universities are founded as if 

they are duplicate copies for one university 

with its structures, systems, divisions and 

practices. No one knows what distinguishes 

this university from the other or what makes 

university excel the others. Besides, the 

establishment of emergent universities in 

different regions of the Kingdom came also 

in a cloning way, which intensifies the crisis 

of the universities’ identity. This analysis 

comes to confirm what had been earlier 

referred to in the World Bank report (2008) 

about reforming education in the Middle 

East and North Africa. The report asserts 

the need of educational systems in these 

countries, and Saudi Arabia specifically, 

to follow a new path for reforming 

education and achieving effectiveness 

and competitiveness. The most prominent 

features of this path is the decentralization 

of educational systems, along with effective 

evaluation and increased accountability. 

Luomi (2008) comments on the report’s 

recommendations that higher education 

institutions in these countries are not only 

in need to increase funding but to inject 

diversification in the system as well, 

particularly in the light of growing demand 

on of High School graduates to join its 

institutions,.                            

The other viewpoint about meeting 

challenges facing the higher education 

in the Kingdom is not necessarily based 

on a call for ending centralization. The 

former president of King Fahd University 

of Petroleum and Minerals- (Al Dakheel, 

2011) points out that the solution lies in 

the adoption of triple system for higher 

education. This system consists of national 

research universities and regional teaching 

universities including a number of relevant 

colleges whose main purpose is teaching 

and are not allowed to offer postgraduate 

programs except on a limited scale that does 

not exceed master stage. The last pattern 

includes the community colleges that give 

students an opportunity for education for a 

period of two to three years after secondary 

Education. This type of colleges focuses 

on preparing and training the assistants of 

specialists who labor market increasingly 

needs.   
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Differentiation in the Future Plan of 

University Education in Saudi Arabia 

(AFAQ Project):

 From this standpoint, the Ministry of 

Higher Education initiated a project called 

“The Future Plan for University Education 

in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia – Afaq”. 

The project’s scope was limited to university 

education and especially on public and 

private universities and colleges lying under 

the umbrella of the Ministry of Higher 

Education. The project aims to develop 

a long-term strategic plan (25 years) that 

identifies the vision of university education, 

its mission, needs, types and quality of 

outputs. It also aims to develop an action 

detailed plan for the first five years. The plan 

was officially issued in 2011.       

 The strategic vision of AFAQ 

looks forward to setting an integrated 

university education in the Kingdom 

whose main trends are controlled by 

three dimensions: expansion, quality and 

differentiation, with the ability to compete 

globally and contribute effectively in 

constructing knowledge society (The 

Ministry of Higher Education, No date 

a). The first five-year detailed action 

plan includes 40 programs such as: 

capacity planning of university education, 

international exchange for students, the 

reinforcement the role of private higher 

education, the fortification of quality 

assurance system in Higher Education, 

planning the expected need of, and 

recruiting policies for faculty member  , 

the partnership with business and industry 

sector , the development of electronic and 

distance education, the encouragement of 

innovation and productivity, by tying faculty 

salaries and incentives to their performance, 

and finally, the activation of differentiation 

and integration higher education institutions.

(The Ministry of Higher Education, no date 

b).   

 The privilege of AFAQ  

demonstrated in drawing attention 

towards the issue of differentiation in 

university education through highlighting 

differentiation as one of the main three 

dimensions of the strategic plan showed in 

Figure (4), which was neglected in Saudi 

higher education for a long time.The plan 

defines differentiation as the integrated 

diversity among universities based on their 

visions and missions . this should be done 

through integrative diversification in terms 

of academic specifications, geographical 

spread,  and alignment with development 

requirements (the Ministry of Higher 

Education, no date a).            
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Figure (4) Dimensions of the Strategic Trends of “Afaq” Plan

 

The source: Ministry of Higher Education, the Ministry Commission of Educational Affairs 

(no date a). The Future Plan of University Education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

1450/2029: Handbook

 AFAQ formulated a differentiation model for higher education system in the Kingdom 

as shown in table (1). The model classifies the institutions of higher education into six 

patterns: specialized research universities, comprehensive universities, teaching universities, 

applied universities, virtual universities and the community colleges.
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Table (1) Model of differentiation of the University Education system in the Kingdom 

according to “Afaq” classification

# Pattern Definition

1
 Specialized
 Research
Universities

 Focus mainly on research and postgraduate programs
 and offer distinguished research programs in strategic
.fields in addition to other undergraduate programs

2  Comprehensive
Universities

 Concern with the balance between research and
 teaching; undergraduate and postgraduate programs.
 They are always located in  densely populated areas
.and are comprehensive in offered specializations

3  Teaching
Universities

 Mainly offer undergraduate programs and limited
 number of Masters degrees and research programs.
.They focus on serving local communities

4  Applied
Universities

 The academic curricula focus on the practical aspects
 and students professional preparation in addition
 to theoretical principles. They are concerned with
 knowledge, skills, field work and the applied research
 necessary for meeting the society’s, industry’s and
 business’s needs. The programs can include various
 .fields of study

5 Virtual Universities

 Aim to offer distance learning programs in the form
 of online courses utilizing the latest communication
 technologies so as to be available to students all over
 .the Kingdom

6  Community
Colleges

 offer applied programs consistent with the local
 community’s needs. They grant diploma degree and
.prepare some of their students to university education

The source: Ministry of Higher Education, the Ministry Commission of Educational Affairs 

(no date a). The Future Plan of University Education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

1450/2029: Handbook
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A Critical Review of  AFAQ Proposed 

Differentiation Model 

 Investigating the previous proposed 

model of differentiation in the future plan 

of University Education in the Kingdom 

(AFAQ), it is shown that it is a step towards 

the right direction for reforming the 

structure of university education System; 

however, it has a number of drawbacks that 

should be reconsidered. 

 The first drawback is the number 

of patterns proposed for institutions. Six 

patterns are not justified when compared 

to other international odels especially 

those of California and China which have 

3 to 4 patterns respectively that cover,  

without overlapping, all higher education 

institution in their systems. Afaq model, 

for example, singled out an independent 

pattern for applied universities which are 

very close to vocational education. This type 

of education should not be within AFAQ 

scope as it is supervised by the General 

institution of Technical and Vocational 

Education, not by the Ministry of Higher 

Education . In addition, there is an overlap 

between teaching and comprehensive 

universities on one hand and applied 

universities on the other hand. Moreover, the 

virtual universities do not deserve to be an 

independent pattern as done in the model, as 

they can be included within the category of 

teaching universities.  

 The second drawback of AFAQ 

differentiation model for “” project is its 

expansion in assigning research function 

to all the proposed patterns of universities 

except the virtual universities. This in turn 

will lead eventually to unjustified distraction 

of efforts and resources. The research 

function should be limited to the specialized 

research and comprehensive universities 

because of the concentration and optimal 

investment of human and material resources. 

 The third drawback is the 

marginalization of the role of community 

colleges by making their primary job is to 

provide applied programs at the level of 

diplomas and enable a limited number of 

them to prepare the enrolled students for 

the university stage. Focusing their role, in 

this way, makes them intersect clearly with 

the mission of polytechnic colleges to the 

extent that is difficult to distinguish between 

the missions of them. This gives a chance 

for duplication and the consequent waste of 

resources and efforts. It is better to give a 

major role for community colleges to be the 

main gate or tributary for joining university.    
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 Finally, this model is suggests a fuzzy and non- binding mechanism for the re-

distribution of current universities according to the proposed patterns. Accordingly, the 

current universities stay – until now - as they are and ready to remain in this state in the 

future. 

A proposed Differentiation Model for University Education in the Kingdom:

 In light of the drawbacks of the AFAQ proposed model, besides the lessons learned 

from the relevant international experiences, a differentiation model for public university 

education based on diversity and integration can be provided. Table (2) and figure (5) 

illustrate the components and features of this proposed model as well as the way of 

distributing current universities according to this model. 

Table (2) the Proposed Differentiation Model for the Governmental University Education 

System

Pattern Definition  Universities proposed to be
classified in this pattern

 Research
universities

 They are primarily concerned
 with post graduate programs
 in the scientific fields and
 research in the strategic
 fields. They offer some
.Bachelor programs

 King Saud, King Abdel Aziz,
 King Fahd, King Abdullah
 university for Science and
 Technology, King Saud for
Health Sciences

 Comprehensive
Universities

 Teaching & (
)Research

 They are concerned with
 providing most of the
 Bachelor programs, Master
 in most specifications, PhD
 in limited areas (the Islamic
 studies, Education and
 Humanities) and limited
 research program related to
.community service

 Islamic University, Imam,
 Umm Al Qura, King Faisal,
 King Khalid, Taibah, Al
 Qassim, Al Taif, Al Dammam,
Princess Noura, Jazan



31The Saudi Journal of Higher Education - Issue No.10 - Nov.2013

 Teaching
Universities

They are focused exclu-
 sively on undergraduate
 programs, in specializations
 related to local community
needs the available resourc-

 .es

Prince Salman, Tabuk, North-
 ern Borders, Al Jouf, Shaqra,
 Al Majmaah, Al Baha, Najran,
Hail and the Electronic uni-
.versity

 Faculties of
 University

 Preparation and
 community

Service

 They are concerned with
 the preparatory programs.
They offer associate diplo-
 mas aligned to labor market
  .needs

 Substitute for Community
 Colleges and the Preparatory
.year

Figure (5) the Differentiation Proposed Model

                              

The privileges of the proposed model of differentiation in this study are as follows:

1. It is consistent with successful international experiences in which it benefits from 

the most prominent characteristics of the two models of California and China. It also 

reformulates them with a model commensurate with the status quo and needs of the 

Saudi society. From the two models it borrows the idea of organizing the institutions 

Figure (5) the Differentiation Proposed Model 
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of higher education hierarchically 

based on differentiation of mission 

and goals. From the Chinese model 

it takes the idea of triple distribution 

of types of universities. There are 

research universities, comprehensive 

(research & teaching) universities 

and teaching universities. 

From the model of California it 

takes the idea of flexibility and 

expanding the opportunities with 

protection of excellence in which 

the distinguished students of 

the pyramid base are allowed to 

continue their education in the 

higher institutions of the pyramid.  

2. The base of the pyramid (the 

faculties of university preparation 

and community service) assures 

the expansion in admission 

opportunities, developing the idea of 

community college and addressing 

some of its problems in Saudi 

context. Most of the community 

colleges suffer from lack of demand 

and are stigmatized as a refuge 

for under-achieved students. The 

opportunity of their graduates to join 

the university has become so limited 

if found. In addition, because 

of the dissatisfaction with high 

school graduates’ competencies, all 

universities provide a preparatory 

year for accepted applicants. Thus, 

the suggestion of establishing 

faculties for university preparation 

and community service will 

be suitable substitute for both 

community colleges and preparatory 

year at the same time.

3. The model highlights that the 

number of research universities 

should be very limited to confirm 

that the quality is more important 

than quantity when establishing 

such universities. Focusing on 

competitiveness, high quality and 

continuity of the offered programs 

of teaching and research that serve 

the scientific research should come 

first. The model also confirms that 

universities established to meet the 

local community and business’s 

needs of manpower should be 

teaching universities that can be 

turned into comprehensive ones 

when necessary, with the availability 

of needed resources. 

4. The model takes into account the 

status quo of the Saudi universities 

so as to achieve diversity and 
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integration among them. The 

proposed model helps the Saudi 

universities overcome their 

excessive tendency to become 

comprehensive universities. By 

reviewing the vision and mission 

of all Saudi universities, except 

King Abdullah University for 

Sciences and Technology, it is found 

that they are all comprehensive 

institutions (teaching and research) 

realistically or ambitiously. This is 

happening while it is well-observed 

that most of these universities, 

especially the emerging ones whose 

number is more than one-third, 

do not have the basic capacity to 

run serious research programs. 

In an attempt to address this 

issue practically, the proposed 

model distributes the public 

universities among the patterns 

based on a number of criteria, 

notably: originality, chronological 

age of university, availability of 

research infrastructure, nature of 

the available specifications and 

experience, the position in global 

ranking of universities, and the 

region where university is located. 

Moreover when the model suggested 

the comprehensive (teaching 

&research) universities, it considers 

that programs and fields of research 

in these universities complement 

and not compete their counterparts 

in research universities. The model 

provides these universities with an 

opportunity to offer postgraduate 

programs at the level of Masters 

and PhD in religious, human and 

educational studies, especially 

within institutions with relatively 

long history and experience in 

offering such programs like the 

Islamic University in Medina, , Al 

Imam Muhammad Bin Saud Islamic 

University, and Umm Al Qura 

University. 

5. The model supports the students’ 

mobility between the regions of 

the Kingdom and reinforces the 

social and cultural intricacy of 

Saudi students. There were only 

seven universities in the Kingdom 

decade and half ago found in four 

administrative regions of the thirteen 

regions of the Kingdom. These 

universities attracted the students 

from all over the Kingdom. This 

turns them to be centers for smelting 

social and cultural backgrounds of 

the Saudi students. This privilege 

started to shrink clearly when each 
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region had its own university, with 

its comprehensive mission and 

offered programs which eventually 

limited the students’ mobility among 

regions. It is expected that the 

proposed model and its achieved 

diversity will restore and support 

this mobility.

 In this regard, it may be 

important to confirm the importance 

of the role of centralization in higher 

education system in the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia. As in many 

international experiences, there will 

be reluctance inside and outside 

the higher education institutions 

against imposing differentiation 

among them. As long as there is no 

general trend to impose the policy 

of differentiation, its application 

in all institutions and linking 

the financial support of Higher 

Education institutions to the degree 

of commitment to their assigned 

mission in accordance with their 

capabilities and needs of surrounding 

environment, differentiation will 

not be implemented successfully in 

Saudi higher education institutions. 

Conclusion: 

   Globally, the issue of differentiation 

and diversity among higher education 

institutions is no longer a supplementary 

but a fundamental requirement imposed 

as a consequence of massification of the 

sector. Therefore, applying the policy 

of horizontal and vertical differentiation 

of higher education system of countries 

should be listed at the top of policy agenda 

in many countries to meet the increasing 

demand for higher education and the market 

need of greater diversity in the graduates’ 

qualifications and abilities.  

 In Saudi Arabia, the absence of 

differentiation especially the vertical one 

among public universities, considered the 

backbone of higher education with 90% 

of enrolled students, is a troubling issue 

for those interested in the higher education 

reform. This is reflected in the absence of 

distinct identity and considering mission 

differentiation at the time of universities 

establishment especially the emerging 

ones, which were based on negative 

simulation of old institutions. This is 

accompanied with absence of a binding 

policy for constructing a hierarchical system 

for the higher education institutions and 
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limiting the reform focus on technical and 

operational issues. Thus, the introduction 

of mission differentiation policy is no 

longer a luxury but an urgent necessity as 

recently observed by the Ministry of Higher 

Education in its strategic paper “the Future 

Plan of University Higher Education in the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia – AFAQ Project”.  

AFAQ considers mission differentiation 

as one of the three main dimensions of 

strategic trends of in addition to quality 

and expansion; it suggests a model for 

differentiation of public university education 

system. But the proposed model in “AFAQ” 

project has some drawbacks including: the 

unjustified increase of university patterns, 

its expansion in making research among the 

main functions of five out of the six patterns, 

the marginalization of the community 

colleges role and the absence of criteria for 

the distribution of current universities on the 

proposed patterns.         

 In light of the previous drawbacks 

, and based on the learned lessons from 

relevant international experiences especially 

those of California in USA and China, 

the current study suggested a mission 

differentiation model for public university 

Education in the Kingdom . The model is 

based on assuring diversity and integration 

of higher education institutions and their 

missions, and proposes re-organizing 

them hierarchy of four patterns: research, 

comprehensive (teaching & research), 

and teaching universities, in addition to 

faculties of university preparation and 

community service. The privileges of this 

model are its consistency with successful 

international experiences; expanding 

admission opportunities while protecting 

excellence; considering the status quo of 

Saudi universities; restoring and supporting 

the students’ geographic mobility in a way 

that reinforces social and cultural intricacy 

of Saudi students. The study also highlights 

the importance of benefiting from the 

centralization of the system to impose a 

mission differentiation policy whether 

based on this proposed model or not. The 

re-organization of institutions, is argued, 

should consider the resources availability to 

higher education institutions and the social 

and developmental needs of the surrounding 

environments. 

 To guarantee the success of the 

proposed model, it is necessary to modify 

the rules and regulations governing higher 

education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 

The regulations of employing faculty 

members, researchers and technicians or 
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those related to contracting or promoting 

them should be changed to be consistent 

with the mission of the university and its 

assigned local or global role. The current 

system of promoting faculty members 

– for example - is completely biased to 

research production, while applying the 

proposed differentiation model necessitates 

diversifying promotion policies to be 

suitable for different university patterns. 

In addition, proposing and implementing 

such policies require greater levels of 

flexibility and independence to be granted 

for universities in administration and 

management of their academic and financial 

affairs. 
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 The authors of this article have provided a thoughtful analysis of international 

trends in the differentiation of national higher education systems and applied their 

assessment to the Saudi Arabian context.  Building from a constructive and well-

documented critique of the current “AFAQ” plan for differentiation of higher education 

institutions in Saudi Arabia, they recommend that the number of tiers in the new higher 

education system be reduced from six to four, identify which existing institutions would 

be in each tier, and discuss benefits of the proposed structure.  

 I am well aware of the major effort that went into the national planning 

process, having participated in both the “AFAQ” conference on “Future Trends in 

Higher Education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia” in Riyadh (December, 2006) and a 

preliminary meeting at King Fahd University of Petroleum and Minerals (May, 2006).  

The resulting “AFAQ” plan, based on extensive consultation with both domestic and 

international experts, is comprehensive and far reaching.  The modifications to the 

“AFAQ” plan put forward in the present article are a constructive effort to improve 

effectiveness and efficiency of the Saudi higher education system across the different 
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institutional tiers by reducing complexity 

and sharpening programmatic focus 

while, at the same time, retaining 

the basic goals and objectives of a 

differentiated structure.  The authors 

provide a convincing rationale for 

each of the four tiers, though I would 

question whether “virtual” or online 

programs should be confined to a single 

tier (“teaching universities”).  The 

experience in the USA, for instance, has 

been that online academic programming 

of one sort or another can be found in all 

types of higher education institutions, 

from community colleges through elite 

research universities.

 There are, however, a 

few issues that I believe require 

attention in order for the proposed 

plan modifications to take place.  My 

goal is not to provide a blueprint for 

implementation, but rather to reflect 

on important concerns that might 

be considered.  Any specific actions 

necessary would, of course, have 

to be determined by the Ministry of 

Higher Education, the respective higher 

education institutions, and relevant 

stakeholders.

System Integration

 The authors describe how a 

four-tier structure might be integrated so 

that each type of institution contributes 

to improved quality and impact of 

the entire higher education system.  

While higher education institutions 

in each of the four tiers would have 

their own, unique missions, integration 

across tiers is important in order to 

make certain there is not significant 

duplication of activities across 

institutional tiers.  Higher education 

institutions around the world are prone 

to “mission creep,” namely, a tendency 

to take on an increasingly expansive 

range of academic activities.  From 

an institutional perspective, there 

are usually compelling reasons for 

expanding, most notably student demand 

and perceived enhancement of status and 

reputation.  This can spread resources 

too thinly, directing them away from 

the primary mission, and may affect 

overall quality at both the institutional 

and system levels.  Consequently, there 

may need to be periodic review and 

assessment (e.g., via a formal quality 

assurance and/or accreditation system) 

to make certain that “mission creep” 

is not occurring.  Many countries also 

support organizations for presidents of 

higher education institutions, including 

requiring meetings of leaders across 

tiers.
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Opportunity for Students to Transfer 

between Institutions

Most national higher education 

systems seek acceptable avenues for 

students to move, at least in some 

limited way, between institutions 

without losing credit for courses already 

completed.  Transfer is generally most 

common across institutions in the 

same tier, but many systems also have 

mechanisms in place to encourage those 

students who demonstrate significantly 

outstanding academic accomplishment 

to move to a higher tier higher education 

institution in the system.  This requires 

curricular integration across institutions.  

The California community college 

system, for instance, provides open 

access to all state high school graduates 

but also gives them the opportunity 

to move to a higher level (either 

comprehensive or research university) 

if their academic achievement warrants 

such advancement.   One mechanism for 

making this possible is the establishment 

of  “articulation agreements” between 

institutions through which four-year 

institutions agree to accept course credits 

earned either from other same- and 

higher-tier tier institutions or from two-

year institutions.  

Labor Market Demand for Graduates

 Because of the community 

focus in both the “AFAQ” plan and 

the proposed modification, projected 

labor market requirements for graduates 

should be considered, at least to some 

extent, in building academic programs 

and community service activities at each 

tier and degree level in the system.  This 

is particularly difficult in the Middle 

East and North Africa (MENA) region 

due to the large expat workforce and 

preference of country nationals for civil 

service jobs (Weidman, 2011).  The high 

costs (e.g., facilities, equipment, faculty, 

etc.) of running institutions make it 

imperative that investments in higher 

education be strategic, not on only in 

terms of institutional capacity but also 

with respect to labor market (local, 

national, and international, depending on 

the institutional tier) and other national 

development goals. While there are 

significant national benefits to having 

an “educated citizenry,” most students 

and their families are more immediately 

concerned with having graduates finding 

employment as soon as possible after 

completing their degrees.  Projected 

employment patterns and corresponding 

demand for academic programs serving 

women should also be considered. 
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Building “World-Class” Universities

 One final concern has to 

do with possible consequences of 

designating a small set of institutions as 

elite, research universities, presumably 

with corresponding special funding.  

While this may simply reflect a 

national desire to have a tier of very 

high-level institutions aspiring to 

become, as Salmi and others call 

them, “world-class” universities, it 

has consequences spanning the entire 

higher education system.  It requires 

establishing a careful balance across 

institutions in expectations for faculty 

and student performance, academic and 

other resource allocation, and student 

admission selectivity.  It requires 

training and recruitment of faculty 

with outstanding credentials.  As the 

authors mention, this also includes 

establishing faculty reward systems that 

are not totally driven by research and 

publications, but are uniquely identified 

with institutions in each tier and based 

on the specific types of faculty work 

expected.  

 Higher education in Saudi 

Arabia has a promising future based 

on systematic planning and careful 

investment.  The present article reflects 

the sort of dialog that promises to 

engage stakeholders and, ultimately, to 

facilitate effective implementation of 

higher education reform.
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