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Abstract 
Saudi Arabia has recently sought to transform its economy from an existing extractive 

economy, based on oil as a single source of income, to a knowledge-based economy, based on 

highly skilled minds and creative human resources. A knowledge-based economy focuses on the 

production, generation, dissemination, and application of information. This is what the Vision 

2030 government strategy confirmed. Vision 2030 was designed and promoted by Crown Prince 

Mohammed bin Salman and published on 25 April 2016, puts education at the forefront of the 

national transformation projects and programs of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. It also aims to 

make at least five of Saudi Arabia’s universities achieve ranking positions in the top 200 

international universities 2030. The purpose of this research project was to evaluate academic 

freedom in Saudi Arabia in comparison to the EU nations by investigating faculty members’ 

understanding of academic freedom, as well as exploring the extent or degree to which 

academic freedom is available to faculty members, and by investigating the barriers faculty 

members face with respect to academic freedom in Saudi Arabian universities.  

The study employed a quantitative, mixed methods research design to explore factors 

surrounding the experiences of the faculty concerning academic freedom. This study seeks to 

answer the research question: To what extent is academic freedom possible in Saudi Arabia? 

The researcher compared the responses gathered from the academic staff selected within two 

cohorts of interest, SA and EU. Generally, the results indicated that respondents had positive 

views regarding the level of protection for academic freedom within their institutions. The 

study outcomes also revealed a significant number of faculty members had no idea of the 

existence of a policy guiding academic freedom in their workplaces, or in the Saudi constitution. 
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Faculty members have faced some barriers for instance : The conservative nature of Saudi 

society, bureaucracy, and relying on the government as the main source of funding for 

universities. 
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1 Chapter 1 Introduction: 

1.1 Introduction 

Universities are one of the most important institutions of higher education that provide an eternal 

message and bear the great burden of spreading the culture of the community and achieving its 

hopes and aspirations for future progress and success. They are independent scientific 

organizations that derive their identity and the legitimacy of their presence in the community 

from the functions performed by them and represented in education, academic research, and 

community service (Thorens, 1998; Tiede, 2015).  Consequently, in Saudi Arabia, many people 

hope and expect that universities help to achieve a better standard of socio-economic status. 

Additionally, in many societies, education is perceived as a preparatory aspect for earning a job 

and contributing to the economy and integration into society, through teaching the morals, 

values, norms, and beliefs held by that particular society (Thorens, 1998; Tiede, 2015).   

The role of universities in contemporary society is vital to understanding the importance 

of the different factors that shape knowledge. In the light of the study conducted by Brennan et 

al. (2004), significant roles were found to be played by universities in the orchestration and 

management of social transformations. Specifically, a university provides the necessary 

mechanisms to train an adaptable and qualified labor force, and this includes high-level 

professionals, scientists, teachers, technicians, and future government officials, among others. 

Generation of new knowledge and human capital is important, and this is advantageous to 

contemporary society in distinctive ways. For example, economic transformations are witnessed 

through the creation of more employment opportunities. The generation of more wealth in 

society is witnessed, and this is the reason why individuals can attain more enjoyable and 

fulfilling lives (Fleisher et al., 2011; Liñán et al., 2011). Consequently, economic growth is noted 
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in a nation because various sectors thrive, based on the presence of an efficient and professional 

workforce.  

Additionally, universities instigate political transformations, for example, the 1960s 

political students’ movements (which included civil rights movements, like Women Liberation 

and the Black Power Movement, and anti-war movements) spread across Europe and the United 

States (US), which is beneficial to contemporary society. Policies, such as the protection of 

individual rights, irrespective of their backgrounds, are incorporated in government affairs. This 

is advantageous as democracy prevails. On the other hand, universities enable social 

transformation in contemporary society, and this happens distinctively. For instance, more 

educational opportunities are available to previously disadvantaged groups so that they can attain 

middle-class or elite positions leading to the realization of a more knowledgeable, modern, and 

tech-savvy society. Cultural transformations are also prompted by the presence of universities, 

and this happens through nation-building prospects (Marginson, 2011; Reddy, 2004). For 

instance, the preservation of national languages is given more weight, as universities are 

guardians of national languages and literature. Universities play a pivotal role in contemporary 

societies through transformative actions and the creation of knowledge. 

As pointed out by Noufal (1990), for universities to fulfill their functions successfully 

and adequately, they need sufficient academic freedom and an appropriate academic climate to 

ensure academic liberation for professors and students. Academic freedom is a special right of 

the professionally qualified teacher or researcher and the members of the academic community, 

as exercised in higher education institutions, to determine what should be taught, how it should 

be taught, to whom it should be taught, and how students’ progress shall be assessed (Hook, 

1986). Additionally, the right to academic freedom also includes research, a researcher has the 
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right to choose the subject of the research, how it will be undertaken, and how the results will be 

disseminated (Alzevani, 2007). 

One of the most important roles of academic freedom is that it provides a platform for 

scholars to research and challenge existing knowledge. This is important as it ensures that 

erroneous research or invalid information provided to the public is eliminated (Altbach, 2001; 

Schrecker, 1999). Academic freedom allows scholars to voice their opinions freely on certain 

matters and venture out in pursuit of knowledge, without the fear of discipline or censorship by 

any public or private body (Garcia, 2012). Altbach (2001) suggests that the provision of freedom 

to voice opinions and views in a free manner among scholars is critical for knowledge 

development as well as innovation. Moreover, academic freedom is important for scholars to 

investigate an area, locate data, interpret their findings into the general fabric of knowledge 

available to them at the time, and communicate considered conclusions to anyone willing to 

listen (Morris, 1963). It also provides students and faculty with the freedom of inquiry which is 

essential to the development of education. Through the establishment of freedom of inquiry, 

students develop the confidence to seek clarification on unconventional topics. This compels 

their academic instructors to broaden their teaching scope, hence, exposing them to a broad 

perspective of knowledge (Shils, 1997). Additionally, it enables educational institutions to act as 

a means of public engagement through debates and thoughtful discussions on complex and 

controversial issues that affect the society. Students graduating from academic institutions are 

more liberal and tolerant of other people’s opinions, hence creating a cohesive society (Abraham, 

2014). 

Academic freedom also leads to the establishment of a society that is more democratic. 

As a result of academic freedom, students complete their education, having been exposed to 
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various methods of discussion and how to present their arguments based on facts (Coleman, 

1994). Academic freedom protects teachers and students in higher education from threats that 

may inhibit them from studying freely and conducting investigations, as well as from discussing, 

teaching, or publishing their conclusions freely (Fisk, 1975). However, although academic 

freedom is essential to the development of a knowledge economy, as described in the Vision 

2030 document, its development in Saudi Arabia has been relatively slow.  

1.2   Vision 2030 

It is evident that the Vision 2030 (Vision 2030, 2017) comes directly from the top of the 

ruling hierarchy in Saudi Arabia, that is, from the Crown Prince. The Vision 2030 project aims to 

minimize the Kingdom’s high dependence on being an oil-based economy and concentrate on 

the development of other sectors in the country, such as education, health care, infrastructure, 

and tourism. Saudi Arabia has a strategic advantage, in terms of location, being well connected 

to Europe, Asia, and Africa. Saudi Arabia is the dominant powerhouse financially and religiously 

in the Islamic world. Saudi Arabia is also one of the most economically developed nations in the 

Middle East region. Most muslim countries look up to Saudi Arabia for economic and social 

development as well as religious growth.  

Education in Saudi Arabia has been targeted by the King as one of the key factors in both 

the economic and social development. The development of a thriving education system is one of 

the key elements of Vision 2030 and is associated with the creation of employment in the 

economy outside the oil industry. The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) believes that the 

development of higher education in the country will be beneficial for the young generation, who 

form the majority of the Saudi population. Higher education will aid in equipping the young 

generation with suitable knowledge and skills for future job opportunities and ensuring that they 
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fulfill the workforce needs within the economy. Diversity within educational fields, such as 

several streams involving science and technology, business or management studies is expected to 

play a key role in the future Saudi economy. KSA has realized that more than half the population 

in the country fall under the 25 years of age bracket, thus requiring proper training and education 

to sustain the economy in the future. Furthermore, the nation needs to take full advantage of such 

a demographic by ensuring that the youth contributes favorably towards the economy, through 

proper development of their entrepreneurial abilities by creating suitable opportunities for them. 

One of the main objectives of Vision 2030 is the creation of an education system within KSA 

that contributes towards economic growth. Strategizing the economy to be education-driven will 

ultimately narrow down the current gap between the education system and the employment 

opportunities within the market. By the year 2030, KSA intends to elevate a minimum of five 

universities in the Kingdom to be ranked among the top 200 global universities and help the 

students achieve the same level of academic achievement as international students (Vision 2030, 

2017). To ensure that students in KSA can compete as per the global standards, the 

administration is developing a modern curriculum that will focus on high standards of literacy, as 

well as the development of various skills. Soft skills, such as character development, are one of 

the key aspects of the new education system. Students will be evaluated and provided feedback 

on how they can improve their performance. 

To improve the performance of students, the Ministry of Education plans to work with 

the private sector in the economy to ensure that the requirements in the job market are 

successfully matched with the educational objectives, and that students are well equipped to 

handle their jobs as soon as they finish their education. To ensure that such a scenario is 

plausible, KSA has agreed to strategically invest and form partnerships with various firms, where 
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the students can be hired first as interns, or apprentices, and then progress into permanent 

employment with the same companies. Finally, KSA is also investing in a centralized database 

where all the information of the students will be stored so that the administration can keep track 

of the progress of the students to plan and monitor the educational development in the Kingdom 

and take corrective actions if required. These initiatives are expected to have a positive impact on 

the development of education in the Kingdom. When considering the possible impact of 

universities in promoting a knowledge economy in KSA, it is first necessary to consider the 

history, as well as the political, legal, and socio-economic attributes of the Kingdom, as this 

provides the background context for the study (Vision 2030, 2017). 

1.3   The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: A Brief Historical Overview 

The Turks conquered almost all the Arab countries at the beginning of the 16th century, 

with their rule ending in 1923 (Anscombe, 2014). They later established Ottoman rule over Saudi 

Arabia, by employing a Caliphate system. The Caliphate system concentrated all economic and 

political power to the head, who was entitled by different terms in different nationalities, but in 

the case of Turks, they called their head the Sultan. Historians consider that the Ottoman Empire 

promoted stability and security, as well as making significant achievements in respect to religion, 

culture, science, and art during its rule (Al-Rasheed, 2010). 

The conquest of the Ottoman rulers began in 1514 when Sultan Selim I conquered 

northern Iraq, then, in 1516, gained control over Syria and Palestine, and after a year seized 

Egypt and the Hejaz – the Hejaz region came to establish itself as Saudi Arabia later. The 

conquest was continued by Sultan Suleiman I, who went on to conquer other countries as well, 

such as Algeria and Spain. The Turkish rule expanded, which brought the whole of the Arabian 

Peninsula under their rule (Al-Rasheed, 2010). The reasons which prompted the Turks to gain 
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control over the Arab countries are still debated, but many prominent scholars assert that they 

wanted to impose their feudal system upon people to exploit them (Ochsenwald, 2016). The 

Ottoman Empire allowed the Turks to control and position the entire world’s trade routes 

enabling them to practice piracy over the Europeans when their ships passed through the 

Mediterranean. In this era, piracy was considered to be part of the sea trade (Ochsenwald, 2016).  

The ruling class in Saudi Arabia under the Ottoman Rule consisted mostly of Turkish 

lords. All power was distributed through hegemony, making the Sultan the supreme leader of the 

Empire. In the 16th century, the title changed to the Caliphate, establishing him as the spiritual 

leader of Muslims (Al-Rasheed, 2010). The second important and powerful title was the Sheikh 

el-Islam (Ochsenwald, 2016). He was considered as the head of Muslim clergy. He was given 

power over the courts, legislation, and madrasas (educational institutions). Other titles were 

Cadis (judges), Muftis (professors of religious law), and Cadi Askari (military judges) 

(Ochsenwald, 2016). They all were under the control of Sheikh el-Islam. The Sultan himself 

dealt with the most important issues related to the state. The Sultan’s council was known as a 

Diwan and consisted of viziers and senior generals (Anscombe, 2014). 

The first Saudi state collapsed in the early 19th century following a series of British 

attacks on the Islamic territory, and an Egyptian assault on Diriyah marked the final blow for the 

Saudi kingdom (Ulrichsen and Sheline, 2019). According to the report by Ulrichsen and Sheline 

(2019), the state that succeeded the fallen kingdom, the Emirate of Najd, lasted until 1891. Their 

fall followed the defeat of Abd al-Rahman Al Saud by the al-Rashid dynasty of Ha’il. Abd al-

Rahman Al Saud was exiled to Kuwait with his family, but his son, Abd al-Aziz Al Saud, took 

back Riyadh through conquest in 1902. Abd al-Aziz started unifying the rest of Najd (1912), al-

Ahsa (1922), the Hejaz (1925), and Asir (1930) through conquest (Ulrichsen and Sheline, 2019). 
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By merging the four regions into the Saudi Arabia Kingdom, Abd al-Aziz gained control over 

the majority of the Arabian Peninsula north of Yemen. Of course, the case was with the 

exception of British protected emirates of Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain, Oman, and the United Arab 

Emirates on the Persian Gulf shoreline.  

The current King is King Salman and the Crown Prince is his son Mohammed bin 

Salman. Together they have established the new Saudi Arabia. Mohammed bin Salman’s ascent 

to power and the revitalization of Saudi Arabia directly correlate with the preemptive actions of 

King Salman. As he was the son of the founder of the country, King Abdulaziz Ibn Saud, 

Salman’s economic actions resulted in the transformation of regions, such as Riyadh, into 

contemporary centers of trade (Al-Rasheed, 2010; Bsheer, 2018). Such preemptive policies 

resulted in the transformation of Saudi Arabia into a commercial hub capable of influencing the 

global economy because of its massive production and ownership of oil resources (Al-Rasheed, 

2010; Bsheer, 2018).  

The renewed state of Saudi Arabia is significantly attributable to the social and economic 

reforms imposed under Mohammed bin Salman’s rule. After the assumption of power, Bin 

Salman resorted to approaches aimed at integrating reforms that would benefit the country. Such 

reforms include the removal of the ban on driving for women and measures aimed at the 

diversification of the economy (Bsheer, 2018; Rockwood, 2018). With these reformations, Bin 

Salman managed to eradicate traditional relationships that allowed the country’s elites to retain a 

considerable share of the wealth gained from international trade. Currently, Saudi Arabia has 

evolved into a kingdom capable of supporting women and youth economically and socially, 

resulting in the development of an abundant society (Bsheer, 2018; Rockwood, 2018).  
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1.4    Demographics  

According to the Government of Saudi Arabia (2016), the total population in the 

Kingdom is roughly 32 million, which has shown an increase of over 16.5% since 2010, when 

the population was calculated at approximately 27 million. The ratio of males to females is 

moderately skewed towards males at 57.5%:42.5%, which is also a slight variation in the trend 

since 2010 (when the ratio of males to females was 57:43), with a median age of 26.4 years 

(CIA, 2017).  

 Out of the total population of 32 million, Saudi nationals account for over 63% of the 

population against 37% of non-Saudis, which is considered high for a country, as the immigrant 

population is over 30% (General Authority for Statistics, 2017). The Saudi population is now 

looking at modern education as a serious option, despite traditional opposition to the school 

system and home-schooling being a preferred option in the past. Formalized education in the 

country was first integrated following the emergence and adoption of the Islamic religion in the 

7th century CE. This formalized education was informed by believers and Islamic education 

teaching the Islamic religion and its respective values, ideals, and social morals per the Quran’s 

teachings (Metz and Library Of Congress, 1993). In the 1700s, the Ottoman Empire emphasized 

the development of formalized education, prioritizing it in an attempt to spearhead the spread of 

the Islamic religion and its teachings. Hence, the public education system in the region predates 

modern Saudi governance and rule. The previous education system was in the form of ‘Kuttabs’ 

(elementary schools), which were primarily religious in nature and ministered by religious 

leaders.  

With higher demand for education comes the need for autonomy and freedom of 

education in the country. Thus, reforms have been planned and proposed to be fully implemented 
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by 2030 in the Kingdom to ensure that the quality of education increases significantly. 

Traditionally, Saudi Arabia has relied heavily on the oil and gas industry since its discovery in 

the 1930s, which relies mainly on unskilled or semi-skilled workers. However, as Saudi Arabia 

looks to reduce its economic dependence on oil, there is a greater need for skilled workers in the 

country. Thus, education is becoming critical for economic development in Saudi Arabia. The 

economic factors are further examined in the following section. Figures 1 and 2 show the 

population for the Kingdom. It can be seen that a large majority of the population (both males 

and females) are below the age of 44, with a significant proportion of the population below 34 

years of age for males, and between 25 and 29 age for females, which implies that there is a high 

demand for higher education in the country. The quality of education in the Kingdom can 

improve significantly if the educational establishments are provided with freedom.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Adapted from “Saudi Arabia - The World Factbook” by Central Intelligence Agency, 

2019,  https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sa.html. 

Figure 1 

The Population Pyramid for Saudi Arabia 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sa.html
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Figure 2 

Population of Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 2011 

 

Note. Adapted from “Statistics of Higher Education in the KSA” by ministry of higher 

education (MOHE), 2009, 

https://www.moe.gov.sa/en/HigherEducation/governmenthighereducation/Pages/HES.as

px 

 

1.5 Economic Background 

The economy of Saudi Arabia relies heavily on the exploration and refinery of oil and 

gases and respective by-products, which is not ubiquitous by nature but is expected to get 

exhausted in the long run. Thus, there is a clear need for the Kingdom to plan its economy 

through diversification and less dependence on oil and gases. Hubbard and Reed (2016) report 

that the Royal Family of Saudi Arabia has envisioned a policy whereby the Kingdom will lower 

its dependence on oil money by the year 2030. The plan comprises largely promoting and 

https://www.moe.gov.sa/en/HigherEducation/governmenthighereducation/Pages/HES.aspx
https://www.moe.gov.sa/en/HigherEducation/governmenthighereducation/Pages/HES.aspx
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developing education in the country, which is expected to develop new industries and 

opportunities in the economy with the rise of the skilled workforce (Albassam, 2015; Fasano and 

Iqbal, 2003; Samargandi et al., 2014). 

Data from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) shows that approximately 60% of 

Saudi Arabia’s revenue is based on oil production (U.S. Energy Information Administration 

[EIA], 2017). As an oil-based economy, Saudi Arabia is ranked as the world’s leading oil 

exporter, with the largest amount of oil reserves (Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 

Countries [OPEC], 2019). In 2018, the country accounted for nearly 16% of global oil exports, 

which was estimated to be $182.5 billion in value (OPEC, 2020). In 2016, petroleum exports 

accounted for nearly 75% of the country’s export value. The country harbors approximately 17% 

of the global petroleum reserves. The oil sector accounts for nearly 50% of the gross domestic 

product (GDP) and approximately 70% of all export earnings (OPEC, 2019).  

However, there has been a significant reduction in the country’s GDP growth rate from 

2016, mainly due to a decrease in crude oil prices since 2014, which has, in turn, hampered the 

nation’s economic development (EIA, 2017). In 2014, Saudi Arabia earned approximately $301 

billion as the net oil export revenue. There was a significant reduction in the country’s net oil 

export revenues by about $26 billion between 2015 and 2016. In 2015, the net oil export revenue 

in the country was estimated to be $159 billion, while in 2016, the figure had dropped to $133 

billion (EIA, 2017). With the negative implication that the reduction in crude oil prices has had 

on Saudi Arabia’s economy, there is a need to focus on other industries by equipping the 

petroleum workers with new skills and knowledge that would help them perform effectively in 

other sectors such as metal mining and automobile manufacture. In particular, educating 

individuals aged below 25 years will ensure that they are well prepared to assume various roles 
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in new industries. Ultimately, there will be an improved growth rate of the country’s GDP (EIA, 

2017). 

Table 1 shows the government budget and spending on education in Saudi Arabia. For 

the last five years, almost a quarter of the government’s annual budget has been used in 

developing education in the country, which is in line with its 2030 vision to enhance education 

and create more jobs outside the oil industry. With the realization that education is of strategic 

importance to the future economic development in the Kingdom, Saudi Arabia spends roughly 

25% of its overall expenditure on developing education making it the highest in the world, 

compared to an average of 10% in other developed nations such as the US and UK (Mohammed, 

2013). Developed countries, including the US, UK, and other European countries, spend less 

than 5% of their GDP on education (Mohammed, 2013). 

Table 1 

Government Spending in Saudi Arabia (2013–2017) per Student 

Year Government budget 

(billion riyals) 

Spending on education 

(billion riyals) 

The proportion of 

spending on education 

budget (%) 

2013 802 204 25 

2014 855 210 25 

2015 860 217 25 

2016 840 191 23 

2017 825 200 24 

Note. Adapted from “Kingdom tops world in education spending” by Mohammed, 2013, 

http://www.arabnews.com/saudi-arabia/kingdom-tops-world-education-spending 

http://www.arabnews.com/saudi-arabia/kingdom-tops-world-education-spending
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The government of Saudi Arabia understands the significance of education to social and 

economic development. Since the majority of the Saudi population is less than 30 years old, 

Saudi Arabia can effectively implement Vision 2030 by making viable utilization of the 

knowledge, abilities, and capacities of this segment of youth. With this acknowledgment, Saudi 

Arabia has found a way to improve the nature of training in the Kingdom. King Salman Bin 

Abdulaziz Al-Saud authorized a five-year program worth more than 80 billion riyals (US$21.33 

billion) in 2014 to extend and enhance Saudi Arabia’s training division. This was an extra 

investment to the current annual allotment of funds for the educational service. He additionally 

began a re-modelling drive of state schools and colleges. In the 2016 Saudi spending plan, 200 

billion riyals were authorized for the development and extension of school instruction. The 

budget allocation for the development and extension of instruction was the second-highest 

annual budget expenditure after social insurance. 

1.6 Political and Legal Background of Saudi Arabia 

Saudi Arabia is under the rule of a monarch, which implies that the King holds supreme 

power in the country and is responsible for running the State, as well as defending the State 

against outside threats and maintaining general law and order within the Kingdom. Additionally, 

as Saudi Arabia is a Muslim country, the King is responsible for upholding the religion of Islam 

in the country and is often referred to as the “Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques (Neavo, 

1988).  The law of the land is determined as per the Holy Book of Muslims, the Quran, and the 

Shariah law. The Saudi Arabian Constitution contains 83 articles divided into 9 chapters, and the 

first article is that the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is a sovereign Arab Islamic state with Islam as 

its religion; God’s Book and the Sunnah of His Prophet, God’s prayers and peace be upon him, 
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are its constitution. Arabic is its national and official language, and Riyadh is its capital (Nevo, 

1988).  

The internal issues of the State, such as security and education, are primarily handled by 

the royal family, as it is responsible for strategizing the kingdom developments (Abir, 2013; 

Blanchard, 2010). Economic development in the Kingdom was largely focused on oil in the past 

(Foley, 2010). However, with the oil reserves set to dry out soon, education is currently being 

developed in the country to ensure that the economy of Saudi Arabia continues to grow past the 

petroleum economy. The clear shift towards a future knowledge-based economy is envisioned by 

the King, and with the 2030 Vision, the administration is planning to create millions of jobs in 

various sectors, such as automobile, manufacturing, and metal mining.  

 Traditionally, Saudi Arabia has had a strong resistance against education, especially for 

females in the Kingdom. However, as pointed by Al-Rasheed, (2010), Smith and Abouammoh 

(2013), and Al Alhareth and Al Dighrir (2015), due to globalization, the traditional and cultural 

barriers to education are being replaced with a more orthodox belief in equality and right to 

education. Despite the various efforts made by the administration, the current education system 

in the Kingdom is under strong control and regulations (Elyas and Picard, 2013; Smith and 

Abouammoh, 2013). According to Elyas and Picard (2013), there is a clear need for liberal 

policies to ensure that the educational sector can function freely, develop into a much higher 

quality, and create the supply of adequate resources for young men and women in Saudi Arabia. 

Saudi Arabia has a high majority of the young population. These are the current and future 

workforce and need to be trained and educated for economic success in the future.  
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1.7 The Problem to Be Investigated 

  Universities are a key element in the structure of contemporary society, where they are 

considered essential strongholds of science, thought, and culture, where ideas meet, opinions are 

put forth, dialogues are held, and research studies are completed. Within contemporary societies, 

the principles and values of universities are universally considered as an essential part of the 

cultural life of the nation (Alzaidi, 2000). 

Despite the vital role played by the universities in the Arab world, they still experience 

many challenges, which in turn affect the effectiveness of the higher education system. 

According to Shaban (2007), academic researchers and university professors continue to suffer 

from a lack of freedom. For example, academics have restrictions imposed on them, which force 

them to abide by the established curriculum, which often has a specific narrow direction. The 

Saudi government still intervenes in public universities’ policies through a unified act issued by 

the Higher Education Council. There is also centralization of power by government ministries, 

and no regulatory act for protecting and organizing academic freedom in Saudi Arabian 

universities. 

Al-issa (2011) points out that, within the context of the Saudi Arabian public and private 

higher education sectors, the concept of academic freedom is almost absent from the academic 

literature. Moreover, Romanowski and Nasser (2010) make the point that little research has been 

conducted on academic freedom in the Arab world or elsewhere in the Middle East. In terms of 

explicit protection for academic freedom within KSA, the possible exception is the King 

Abdullah University of Science and Technology (KAUST). KAUST was established by Royal 

Decree No. A / 151 and opened officially on the 23rd of September, 2009. The Board of Trustees 

was formed by a royal decree on the 3rd of October, 2008. The council was composed of 20 
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members, headed by Ali Al Nuaimi, who has also served Saud Arabia as a Minister of Petroleum 

and Mineral Resources. The board appoints the rector and approves the appointment of senior 

management and faculty members and the rules governing the academic, financial, and 

administrative affairs of the university, as well as providing support to those responsible for 

running its day-to-day operations (Al-Shobakky, 2018). 

Per the statute of the council, members of the Permanent Independent Council meet at 

least three times a year to oversee the activities of the League and to monitor its progress and 

development. The statutes insist that there should be no intellectual, cultural, or political limits 

on the university or its members, therefore ensuring academic freedom for scientists and 

researchers to conduct their studies and utilize their creativity to produce new knowledge. As 

mentioned above, KAUST is managed by independent trustees which makes it unique unlike 

other Saudi Arabia’s universities which are linked with the Ministry of Education. Their 

autonomy is guaranteed by the endowment, which will be managed abroad by a foundation 

claimed to be independent of Saudi government control. 

The development of KAUST in Saudi Arabia was among the strategies used to promote 

academic freedom. The mission of this private, international, and graduate-level institution of 

higher learning is to be a catalyst for social prosperity, economic development, and innovation 

globally (KAUST, 2016). Additionally, the vision of the University is to “uphold the highest 

standards of moral, ethical, and professional conduct. in our scholarly and research activities” 

KAUST Vision and Mission, 2016). The independent governance of KAUST by a Board of 

Trustees provides an opportunity for the university to achieve its mission and goals (KAUST, 

2016). 
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KAUST has 145 faculty members who work collaboratively with students, engineers, and 

scientists to address various scientific and technological challenges (Henderson, 2018). The 

institution has been able to attract a high number of faculty members due to an abundance of 

financial resources and favorable working conditions. Subsequently, KAUST was classified as 

the world’s top university in citations per faculty ranking indicator according to the QS World 

University Rankings for 2015/2016 and 2016/2017 (Henderson, 2018). In 2013, the university 

was acknowledged for the delivery of various high-impact research projects, while in 2016, it 

was recognized as one of the fast-developing institutions of higher learning with high-quality 

research outputs, considering that it was ranked the 19th in Nature 2016 Index of Rising Stars 

(Henderson, 2018). Despite having KAUST as one of the leading universities developed to 

expand academic freedom in Saudi Arabia, there are still violations of academic freedom in the 

Middle East. Therefore, the purpose of the study is to analyze the concept of academic freedom 

of faculty members in Saudi universities and to investigate their current status. The factors that 

limit academic freedom in the Middle East, and strategies that can be used to improve the 

situation, will form the basis of discussion in the study.  

1.8   Question of the Study 

By reflecting on the aims of the study, this study seeks to answer the following research 

question: “To what extent is academic freedom possible in Saudi Arabia?” 

1.9   Purposes of the Study 

This study seeks to: 

● Identify faculty members’ understanding of academic freedom at Saudi Universities. 

● Explore the degree to which academic freedom is available to faculty members in Saudi 

Arabian universities.  
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● Investigate the barriers that faculty members face, with respect to academic freedom in 

Saudi Arabian universities. 

● Recommend ways of developing faculty members’ academic freedom at Saudi universities. 

● Make comparisons between Saudi Arabia and the European Union with respect to the 

protection for academic freedom. 

1.10 Importance of the Study 

By reflecting on the aims of the study, several benefits are posed for higher education in 

Saudi Arabia. The study will aid in the development of academic freedom by offering the 

following: 

● The study will help understand faculty members’ understanding of academic freedom and 

explore the level of academic freedom among faculty members at Saudi universities.  

● It will lead to the development and enhancement of performance in the higher education 

system in Saudi Arabia. It aims to achieve this goal by establishing avenues for realizing 

academic freedom, but according to the points of view of faculty members concerned about 

higher education in the country. 

● It will also contribute to the development and enhancement of performance by faculty 

members by analyzing their knowledge and understanding of academic freedom. 

● The study will provide realistic examples of faculty members who have realized academic 

freedom, and their understanding and conceptualization of academic freedom, which can be 

used in other universities in the country, as well as in other developing countries in the region 

to enhance educational development and performance.  
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● It will also show some of the difficulties faced by faculty members in Saudi universities, and 

these findings can be used to solve problems in other universities in the country, as well as 

other universities in countries with similar conditions as those in Saudi Arabia. 

1.11 Limitations of the Study 

The study was limited to Saudi public universities. The reason for not addressing private 

education in this study is that the private educational institutions differ from the governmental 

institutions in terms of funding. Similarly, the number of students in public universities is higher, 

compared to the private universities. However, with regard to governance, all the private and 

public universities and colleges are under the control and regulation of the Ministry of Higher 

Education (MOHE).  Similarly, technical colleges are managed and controlled by the Ministry of 

Labour and are supervised by the General Organization for Technical Education and Vocational 

Training (GOTVOT) (MOHE, 2009). The institutions of higher education in Saudi Arabia have 

an independent budget that is established by the interests, needs, and expenses of the board of the 

nonprofit institution, as stipulated in Article 1 of the regulation of non-governmental colleges for 

profit. 

Private universities were originally founded in the United Arab Eremites, Egypt, Jordan, 

and Sudan, but they varied in terms of quality, educational methods, and success. The first 

private university in Saudi was the King AbdulAziz University (KAAU), which was established 

in 1967 but was later transformed to a public university in 1971 (Batarfy, 2005). According to 

Willoughby (2008), the Gulf countries experienced “an explosion of new higher education 

institutions in the small Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries'' (p. 25). Between the years 

1992 and 2007, the gulf countries had about 54 newly established private universities with 

connections from the Asian region or the West. They included 21 universities in the UAE; 5 in 
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Kuwait; four in Qatar; four in Bahrain; and 19 in Oman (Willoughby, 2008). By 2012, the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia had nine universities and 18 private colleges (Jamjoom, 2012). Private 

higher education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has a small proportion of the cumulative 

student numbers compared with the public higher education, as it comprises 3.49% of the 

cumulative student admission. Such numbers of student enrolment are also lower, compared to 

the total number of enrolment of students in technical colleges, which is approximately 9.28% of 

the cumulative enrolment. The enrolment for the public universities is approximately 70% of the 

total student enrolment (MOHE, 2009). 

Saudi Arabia currently has 28 public (universities that are publicly owned and funded by 

government with either regional or national funds) and 13 private (independent universities that 

are privately funded and set respective goals and policies) universities spread across the 

Kingdom. The numbers of students in public universities as well as the number of university 

institutions in the Kingdom have grown by nearly five times between 1989 and 2012, with a high 

growth rate recorded between 1999 and 2012. There were no private universities in 1989 in 

Saudi Arabia, but, by the end of 2012, the number of private universities too had grown. Thus, 

between 1999 and 2012, there was a high growth in the number of universities in the Kingdom, 

which currently has 28 public universities and 13 private universities spread across the Kingdom. 

The public universities have seventeen times as many pupils as the private universities (Table 2). 

Table 2 

 Number of Students in Public and Private Universities in Saudi Arabia 

Year Public universities students Private universities students 

2017-2018 1385620 78579 

2016-2017 1425569 85431 
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2015-2016 1400297 88716 

2014-2015 1323692 78798 

2013-2014 1307481 74569 

1.12 Methodology and Research Methods 

To address the research questions, a mixed research methodology was adopted. A mixed 

research methodology is selected because it integrates both quantitative and qualitative data 

within an inquiry. Moreover, it would provide both qualitative and statistical evidence related to 

academic freedom in Saudi Arabia. The research methodology is discussed in greater depth in 

Chapter 3. A questionnaire was employed, due to the size and variability of the university sector 

in KSA, which made it difficult to get in touch with all academic staff personally. Questionnaires 

gathered information concerning faculty members’ understanding of academic freedom in Saudi 

Arabian universities and enabled the exploration of the extent or degree to which academic 

freedom is available to faculty members. Moreover, the survey was used to identify the barriers 

that faculty members face. To triangulate the findings of the survey, semi-structured interviews 

have been used to look more in-depth regarding the understanding and the experience of 

academic freedom for faculty members.  

1.13  The Organization of the Study 

Based on the aims and objectives of this research, this thesis is divided into seven 

chapters. The chapters are organized as follows: 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

In this chapter, a general background of Saudi Arabia such as geographic, socio-demographic, 

and political characteristics, aims, and objectives of the study are outlined. Finally, the plan of 

the thesis is described. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

It covers the literature review of academic freedom ad the higher education system in Saudi 

Arabia . 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

It describes the study methodology, entry into the study, the population of the study, the 

sampling of the study, research approach, and data collection.  

Chapter 4: Results of Quantitative Data Analysis 

Chapter 5: Results of Qualitative Data Analysis 

Chapter 6: Discussion 

Chapter 7: Conclusions  

The conclusion is presented in a manner that links the findings to each study objective. In this 

final chapter, a summary is presented of the data, and the thesis concludes with policy 

recommendations and suggestions for further research. 
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2 Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

 This chapter provides a review of academic freedom and the higher education in the 

KSA. The first section focuses on academic freedom it highlights the aspects of academic 

freedom capturing elements of shared governance, tenure, academic freedom for teaching, and 

academic freedom for research. Moreover, it discusses in depth the origin and evolution of 

academic freedom. This incorporates the emergence of academic freedom in the Greek 

civilization and Islamic civilization and reviews links between academic freedom and 

universities, as well as models of universities and academic freedom. Lastly, academic freedom 

in Saudi Arabia, Arab, and Muslim  

The higher education section focuses on critically reviewing the literature on higher 

education systems, structures, and policies driving the development of education, source of 

funding (primarily public universities), and how the increased financial allocation to the 

education system will help in the improvement of the education system as the Kingdom looks to 

move into a knowledge-based economy soon (as per Vision 2030). 

2.2 Academic Freedom 

2.2.1 Introduction and Background 

In this subsection, a discussion of academic freedom is presented by examining its origin, 

emergence, and evolution in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The gathered information addresses 

different views about academic freedom that include liberty of teaching and speech in the Arab 

and Muslim universities in Saudi Arabia and in the contemporary society. The literature has been 

customized to address different academic freedom models such as the British model and the 

Humboldtian model. Perceiving research as fundamental for the advancement of the truth 
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reflects on aspects of academic freedom that include shared governance, tenure, freedom for 

research, and teaching in Saudi Arabia and contemporary universities. 

According to Spiro (2003), academic freedom is the privilege given by the State and 

community to the education fraternity to enhance their ability to fulfill the duties and 

responsibilities accorded to them. The privilege is granted based on the need for the institution to 

deliver quality services to the general society and contribute to the enhancement of humanity. 

Academic freedom appears to be a simple concept, and it is, but the problem lies in defining it. 

According to Thorens (2006), the origin of academic freedom within the European context dates 

back to the medieval period. In a different study, Glenn (2000) defines academic freedom as the 

right of university faculty to conduct research and communicate the findings to their students 

based on the results. Also, academic freedom refers to the liberty of the teacher to investigate and 

discuss any controversial economic, social, or political issues, without fearing penalties and 

interference from organized groups and State or university officials (Josephson et al., 2014). 

Academic freedom establishes the professor's right to remain true to his intellectual 

commitments and pedagogical philosophy. Consequently, the integrity of the educational system 

is preserved. 

The right to freedom of speech has been provided in most of the constitutions of the 

nations of the world. Nonetheless, many states have also included the right to academic freedom 

in their constitutions. Based on a study conducted by Karran and Mallinson (2017), 27 of the 

European Union States have a written constitution that outlines and provides for the right of 

freedom of speech. Additionally, the written constitutions of 20 European Union States have 

addressed and provided for academic freedom directly, while indirectly giving provisions for 

academic freedom through the right of freedom of speech. This is evident from the Constitution 
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of Spain where Article 20 explicitly states: "The following rights are recognized and protected: 

c) the right to academic freedom" (Estatal et al., 2015,P12)Similarly, Article 16.6 of the Greece 

constitution paragraph six protects the academic tenure of professors, that is: "Professors of 

university-level institutions shall not be dismissed before the lawful termination of their term of 

service, except in the cases of the substantive conditions provided by article 88 paragraph 4 and 

following a decision by a council constituted in its majority of highest judicial functionaries, as 

specified by law" (Beiter et al., 2016). The constitutions of other EU nations do not always refer 

to academic freedom explicitly, but the majority nevertheless provides some guarantee for the 

substantive elements of academic freedom. The constitution of Hungary, for example, ensures 

"the freedom of learning for the acquisition of the highest possible level of knowledge, and, 

within the framework laid down in an Act, the freedom of teaching" (Karran and Mallinson, 

2019). 

Also, protecting academic freedom within their constitutions, most of the EU States have 

specific laws that provide detailed information on how their universities are to be run – for 

example, the Finnish Universities Law of 2009 has 93 sections covering (inter alia) mission; 

institutional autonomy; the university community; legal capacity of universities; freedom of 

research; arts and teaching; degrees and the degree structure; languages of instruction; organs of 

a university; board of the public university; appointment composition; functions and terms of 

office of the university board; election; powers and duty of care of the rector of a university; 

composition; functions and powers of the collegiate body of a university; university regulations 

and rules; administrative procedure and confidentiality; employment relations of the personnel; 

duties; appointment and title of professor; liability under criminal law. Such laws usually contain 

an explicit reference to academic freedom (Beiter et al., 2016). Another example is the 
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Universities Act of 1997 of Ireland, which provides that "A member of the academic staff of a 

university shall have the freedom, within the law, in his or her teaching, research and any other 

activities either in or outside the university, to question and test received wisdom, to put forward 

new ideas and to state controversial or unpopular opinions" (Beiter et al., 2016). 

There exist other recommendations that provide for academic freedom at the international 

level. For example, the Lima Declaration of 1988 provides for the protection of academic 

freedom as well as institutional autonomy. The declaration, according to Owusu-Ansah (2015), 

states that academic freedom is the freedom of the academic affiliate community as a collective 

and individual concept that is focused on the development and transfer of ideas and information 

through research, lectures, teaching, and documentation among other modes of knowledge 

transfer. Furthermore, academic freedom is also understood to be a prerequisite of education and 

administrative and research activities, which are essential to higher institutions of learning. 

Through the principles of academic freedom, the affiliate members of the institutions have a duty 

of carrying out their responsibilities without discrimination and/or fear from any source or the 

State in particular. Nevertheless, academic freedom offers a platform for challenging the existing 

literature and research to scholars. This is further supported by Fisk (1975) who asserts that 

academic freedom protects students and academic staff in higher learning institutions from 

threats and fears that could hinder them from having stress-free studies and investigative 

research in their areas of interest. 

This is important as it ensures that erroneous research or invalid information provided to 

the public for development purposes is eliminated. Academic freedom allows scholars to voice 

their opinions freely on certain matters and venture out in pursuit of knowledge without the fear 

of discipline or censorship by any public or private body (Garcia, 2012). The provision of 
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freedom to voice opinions and views in a free manner among scholars is critical for knowledge 

development as well as innovation. Academic freedom is a significant aspect of academics who 

focus on different areas and subjects for investigative research. This is because it helps them in 

their research findings (Morris, 1963). It also provides students and faculty with the freedom of 

inquiry essential to the development of education. Through the establishment of freedom of 

inquiry, students develop the confidence to seek clarification on unconventional topics. This 

compels their academic instructors to broaden their teaching scope, hence exposing them to a 

broad perspective of knowledge (Shils, 2013). 

Nonetheless, academic freedom helps the learning institutions to act as overseers for 

purposes of public participation in large social issues such as poor governance, discrimination, 

poverty, and other divisive issues (Calhoun, 2009 ; Vrielink et al., 2011). This is in the sense that 

academic freedom brings out the arguments that seek to address issues that are contentious and 

complex to the wider society. According to Coleman (1994), academic freedom also leads to the 

establishment of a society that is more democratic: as a result of academic freedom, students 

complete their education, having been exposed to various methods of discussion, development of 

their own opinion, and how to present their arguments based on facts.  

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 1997 

Recommendation on the Status of Higher Education Teaching Personnel focuses more on the 

working conditions and training programs for teaching in institutions of higher learning, the right 

to education, teaching and research can only be fully enjoyed in an atmosphere of academic 

freedom and autonomy for institutions of higher education and that the open communication of 

findings, hypotheses and opinions lies at the very heart of higher education and provides the 

strongest guarantee of the accuracy and objectivity of scholarship and research.  
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2.2.2 Aspects of Academic Freedom 

Academic freedom entails substantive and supportive elements. According to UNESCO 

(1997), academic freedom is defined as the right to freedom of teaching, conducting research, 

and publishing the findings, liberty to freely express opinion regarding a particular institution, 

and the autonomy to be involved in various professional bodies. Substantive elements include 

freedom to teach and discuss, undertake research, and publish and make the results known. In the 

early 20th century, the American Association of University Professors (AAUP) formalized 

understanding of academic freedom and institutional governance as a supportive element. Tenure 

was established as fixed-term positions in the protection of academic freedom. There were still 

some ongoing violations of academic freedom principles and institutional governance. 

According to Nemeth (2017), the political view that Communists lacked the required 

independence for teaching and research provided grounds for dismissing professors affiliated 

with communism in the late 1940s.  

Notably, academic freedom grants university staff the freedom to enquire, which is 

essential to achieving a particular faculty's mission. Nonetheless, professors have the freedom of 

imparting and disseminating research facts and information without any form of intimidation, 

fear, or imprisonment. Academic freedom is, however, not limited to ideas or views that attach 

political groups and authorities (Winetrout, 1952). The following are the aspects that are 

commonly associated with academic freedom: teaching, research, tenure, and governance. 

2.2.2.1 Academic Freedom for Teaching 

  The selection of course contents and teaching can be viewed as within the remit of 

academic freedom. Through academic freedom, individual academic staff can determine the 

subject curriculum and how it is taught. Also, they could establish who shall be taught, who shall 
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receive academic awards, and how students should be graded. As such, they are obligated to 

ensure that the content of the subject and the teaching method are appropriate for, and also 

relevant to, a given subject and level (i.e., undergraduate, Master's, and PhD). Glicksman (1986) 

makes it clear that individual academic staff can accurately and impartially reflect the current 

thinking and research, as well as providing a balanced opinion regarding subjects, which are 

taught in an appropriate model to their related discipline.  

Through academic freedom, individual academic staff are not able to introduce any 

element of either positive or negative bias, forms of distortion, deliberate omission, or any form 

of misinterpretation that falls within the content or delivery of teaching. Moreover, academic 

freedom does not allow staff to make derogatory, or irrelevant, written statements, or to 

stigmatize students or staff for age, economic status, physical/mental disability, sexual 

orientation, race, and religion, amongst other factors. 

A study by Tanash (1994) found out that most of the teaching staff in universities should 

ensure that through academic freedom, they are appointed via an open, transparent, and also a 

well-documented process, solely based on their teaching, as well as research excellence and 

expertise, and the process should not be subjected to any form of discrimination. Moreover, in 

the USA, teaching staff is required by the state legislation, to secure employment from the 

underrepresented groups in the teaching positions in the university. However, this needs to be 

strictly undertaken whilst adhering to the relevant legislation. Notably, such kind of temporary 

measures need to be discontinued whenever there is the achievement of objectives of opportunity 

and equality of treatment. 

 Further, Keith (1997) notes that academic freedom is just like freedom of speech in that it 

is given to freely enable expert utterance in a university whilst pursuing teaching, as well as 
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research excellence. Faculty staff can engage in extramural utterances that are not protected by 

academic freedom but will be protected by freedom of speech. Research carried out by Alzaidi 

(2000) made it clear that in making extramural utterances, the faculty staff should make it 

explicit that they are neither acting nor speaking for their institutions. Barendt (2010) and 

Batchelor (1999) agree that the utterances made in the university but outside individual 

academics' subject expertise, or those made outside the university (outside the formal university 

setting), should be protected by the generic right of freedom of speech, and not only by academic 

freedom. 

2.2.2.2 Academic Freedom for Research 

The affiliates of the academic fraternity should have the freedom to select subjects for 

research, as well as the method of research dissemination. Also, academic freedom allows 

professors and scholars to refuse to do research and to determine the research method to use 

(Moshman, 2017). Academic freedom further allows the members of the university guild to 

exercise individual autonomy and thereby shape their work without interference. Academic 

freedom is granted to the academic staff, to determine the subject areas, where they can focus 

their research efforts, as well as the research methods that they need to adopt. In exercising this 

freedom, they have to ensure that their research does not contradict the international, as well as 

national laws, ethical principles and practices, regulations, and working conditions. According to 

Teichler et al. (2013), through academic freedom, the individuals employed for research are 

appointed through an open, transparent, and well-documented selection process, based on their 

research excellence, experience, and subject expertise. Moreover, there should exist national and 

institutional quality assurance systems, which ensure that all the research applications are 
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thoroughly scrutinized, and complaints are investigated, and expressed, before ethical approval, 

for the appropriate actions to be undertaken, if needed. 

According to Watson (2011), depending on the partners who conduct the research, or the 

purpose for conducting the research, no university member should be required to participate in 

any artistic/academic work that conflicts with that individual's conscience. Moreover, Barrow 

(2009) argued that the methods and the avenues used by university members in disseminating 

their research findings should be investigated. Through exercising their academic freedom, the 

academic staff should be obligated to ensure that their research publications and presentations 

accurately report the results of their research and should not be subject to plagiarism, misleading 

manipulation, or forgery. Secondly, the research outputs should fully acknowledge the direct and 

indirect contributions of all the parties involved in the research. Finally, the outputs should not 

compromise the research participants' anonymity or confidentiality or infringe the rights 

agreements of the intellectual property. 

2.2.2.3 Tenure 

Tenure, in general, provides a lifetime contract between a professor and an institution, 

and as this serves as the primary safeguard for academic freedom (Hutcheson, 2010). In 

academic literature, it is defined as an indefinite academic appointment, which can be terminated 

only for a specific cause or under certain extraordinary circumstances (Neave, 2002). These 

circumstances can be to remove tenure from staff who fail to meet minimum levels of 

competence or professional standards of conduct in these areas, or for whom, because of bona 

fide circumstances program viability and institutional financial exigency, the university is unable 

to continue to offer employment (Karran, 2009). 



33 
 

The AAUP 1940 statement clarifies the three fundamental principles of academic 

freedom. The principles are regarded as the treasure of higher education and are stated as 

follows: professors and teachers in colleges/universities are entitled to freedom in research and 

the publication of results, the freedom of discussing subjects in the classroom, and freedom from 

institutional censorship (Xie, 2020). Tenure was jointly endorsed and formulated by the AAUP 

and the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) with the endorsement of 

more than 250 scholars and higher education organizations. Now, it is a widely adopted faculty 

handbook and a collective bargaining agreement among high education institutions all over the 

US. This statement suggests that academic freedom is essential in the teaching and research field.  

According to Sadler (2011), academic freedom ensures that any university system should 

have terms and conditions, for each kind of academic position, based on every appointment and 

supplied in writing to all the staff members when they are first appointed. In this regard, any 

limitation of academic freedom that results from the distinct nature of the university institution 

needs to be stated clearly (Wright, 2006). Secondly, there should be a statutory probationary 

employment period, in which every staff should be protected by academic freedom, and it should 

have a finite length of time, excluding the individuals who cannot meet the required professional 

standards, concerning their teaching and research responsibilities. Thirdly, according to Sall 

(2000), before the beginning of the probationary period, the tenure procedures should be stated 

clearly in writing, and this includes the required full explanation, for instance, the minimum 

requirements of lecture provisions, and even tutorials and the production of published research.  

Fourthly, academic freedom ensures that there is a rigorous system of peer review for 

assessing whether individual academic staff should be granted tenure when their probation 

period ends (Cole, 2005). Fifthly, there needs to be a rigorous system that assesses whether 
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tenure should be terminated based on lack of program viability (Karran, 2009). Sixthly, there 

needs to be a rigorous system that assesses whether tenure should be terminated because of 

institutional financial exigency. Seventhly, the academic freedom ensures that there is a rigorous 

system that assesses whether tenure should be revoked, and, as such, employment is also 

terminated, owing to a just cause, for any reason other than lack of programmed viability or 

intuitional financial exigency (Karran, 2009). Finally, academic freedom should guarantee an 

appeals system, under which unsuccessful candidates are allowed to appeal to various cases 

(Gerstmann and Streb, 2006).  

2.2.2.4 Shared Governance 

Shared governance is among the institutional foundations for academic freedom (AAUP, 

2016). American faculties participate in institutional governance. The importance of faculty 

involvement is promoted through personnel decisions, preparation of the budget, selection of 

administrators, and determination of educational policies (AAUP, 2016). Shattock (2001) notes 

that to guarantee academic freedom, the academic staff should be obligated to have a right to 

voice their opinions, regarding the policies, as well as priorities within the educational 

institution, without the risk of threat, or any form of punitive action. Moreover, Legon (2014) 

also notes that academic staff should fulfill their collegial obligations in a professional manner. 

Notably, having a determinant voice and a prominent role in an institution's decision-making 

processes is vital and how it is achieved often differs from the national, as well as institutional, 

variations in terms of decision-making structures of an institution. Also, governance should 

enable academic staff to be able to appoint, from a large number, an individual into a position of 

managerial authority and also hold such individuals to periodic account by the institution's 

democratic processes; the academic staff should be in a position to use the guideline of the state 
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legislation, and those of the institution, to secure such entries into managerial positions. 

Moreover, they should ensure that the administrative burden of positions like Dean or Head of 

Department does not repeat on a particular individual(s) or department(s) by limiting the 

consecutive terms that an individual can spend in a given post. 

A study by Minor (2005) asserts that academic staff should be in a position to determine 

the individual to serve as a rector. In this regard, the rector needs to be appointed within the 

university, by means of a democratic process, with the support of most of the academic staff. 

According to Bahls (2014), there ought to be a limit in the number of consecutive terms in which 

an individual can serve. In this case, if the appointment is external, because of the death of an 

internal candidate, or even a national or state legislation, then the academic staff should have a 

major role in the appointment determination. Furthermore, Gasman and Hilton (2010) also assert 

that the form of this kind of role would vary between the countries and institutions. However, 

they argue that staff should be able to determine the shortlist of the candidates who vote, in 

choosing a specific candidate externally. Based on other governance procedures, it is evident that 

the primary aim of this is to encourage the idea of active participation while preventing 

capriciousness, as well as professional obstinacy. 

2.2.3 Theories of Academic Freedom 

Theorists have developed the general and special theoretical frameworks for an advocate 

for educational liberty. A detailed scrutiny of the two theories would illustrate the benefits of 

allowing academics to express their opinions freely on issues affecting the masses. The theorists 

are mainly from the US, and their conception of academic freedom could be different from other 

States in Europe. According to Karran (2009), there are challenges towards academic freedom 

and they have been experienced in the US.  
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Although academic freedom is a simple concept, defining the concept remains 

challenging. Academic freedom is poorly understood and its definition varies from one 

geographical region to another. Van Alstyne (1975) noted that the major issue with academic 

freedom is liberty that is marked by absence of threats and restraints against its exercise. 

Consequently, academic freedom is usually defined by an abridgment and a violation of a 

specific right. The definition of academic freedom is from its absence (Tierney, 2001). In the US, 

the Supreme Court ruled in favor of the right of academic freedom. However, Byrne (1989) 

stated that academic freedom lacks proper analysis, and further specification is required. Rabban 

(2001) pointed out that academic freedom denotes both the freedom of a teacher and that of the 

academy to work towards the end goals without government interference.  

2.2.3.1  The Special Theory  

Searle (1972) explained that “the classical theory of academic freedom, and the heart of 

any theory of academic freedom, is that professors should have the right to teach, conduct 

research, and publish their research without interference, and that students should have the 

corresponding right to study and learn” (p. 170). The theory posits that educators and professors 

should have the liberty to impart knowledge to learners, undertake scientific studies, and publish 

their research without interference from the regulatory bodies (Andreescu, 2010). Likewise, the 

theoretical model asserts that students should have the freedom to study any subject without 

limitations. These assertions emerge from the belief that universities are unique settings that 

should be used as innovative hubs and allow members of the academic community to develop 

solutions to global challenges. However, this theory does not have elements of human rights, 

which entail freedom of speech and expression. Instead, it claims that higher learning institutions 

serve a specific function in a society that includes promoting creativity and innovation. The 
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special theory defines a university as an institution that is designed to advance and disseminate 

knowledge within society (Paulsen, 2016). Accordingly, the government should allow learning 

centers to benefit the communities that create and maintain them by creating valuable insights.  

 The special theory also relies on two perspectives: knowledge is crucial to people's 

wellbeing, and the objective of universities is advancing and spreading novel observations. 

Accordingly, professors and students need academic emancipation to create new knowledge and 

validate their findings. The full exposition of new facts would require an account of rational and 

methodological assumptions about modern scientific concepts. The outlook implies that scholars 

should validate their claims using tests of free inquiry rather than speculations and opinions that 

might be false (Barnard, 2015). Accordingly, all propositions must survive detailed tests to be 

considered knowledge. Thus, the special theory accords a unique status to professors and 

academic researchers. These individuals are not equal to other members of society since they 

have trained intellect, and therefore members of the university community should be granted the 

liberty to create novel knowledge. This is because they have immense knowledge of techniques 

of investigation and validation of academic disciplines; hence, they are well placed to understand 

the events that happen within communities.  

2.2.3.2   The General Theory 

The general theory of academic liberty is based on the principle that professors and 

learners have the same freedom of expression in their roles as members of the educational 

community, as they would have as private citizens in a democratic society. The theoretical 

framework posits that intellectual emancipation is desirable for society (Scholars at Risk 

Network, 2010). This is because it sets up the criteria, in terms of which tutors and students can 

express their views freely and in a coordinated manner within institutions of higher learning 
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(Euben, 2002). The theory maintains that faculty members and students should be allowed to 

enjoy the liberties that they relish as private citizens (Reichman, 2019). This attribute 

differentiates the general theory from the special theoretical framework because the latter does 

not consider the human rights elements. The general theory's assumption illustrates that the state 

and institutions of higher learning should not interfere with the academic liberties of scholars.  

 The general theory uses two axioms to support its claims. First, the theoretical 

frameworks assert that the university embodies the universal values of equality. Accordingly, 

academic freedom promotes scholarly competence, which creates the value of free inquiry and 

expression of ideas (Nelson 2010). Consequently, courses and studies conducted by professors 

and students should not be vetted or regulated by the government (Axelrod, 2017). The second 

aspect of the general theory is that higher learning institutions are different from public areas, 

such as parks and streets. Governments should, therefore, protect the unique functions of 

universities by exercising the general liberties of a libertarian community. The approach allows 

professors and students as well as faculty members to develop new knowledge and disseminate it 

to the public.  

The detailed analysis of the special and general theories of academic freedom illustrates 

why students and faculties should express their views and research observations freely. The 

special theoretical framework is based on the belief that higher learning institutions should be 

given special treatment. The outlook emerges from the idea that universities create critical novel 

knowledge that solves the challenges that communities face. Similarly, the general theory posits 

that colleges play an essential role in developing and dissemination new facts. As a result, 

students and professors should be granted the liberty to voice their academic opinions and 
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research findings freely. Therefore, the two models provide compelling arguments regarding the 

protection of academic freedom. 

2.2.4 Terms Related to Academic Freedom 

2.2.4.1 Freedom of Speech 

Extramural utterance or expression involves the freedom of speech right of academics to 

make public speeches or remarks on issues and matters outside their competence or qualification 

of a professor. However, in exercising this right, academics need to indicate that they are 

speaking on their own behalf, rather than as a university representative. Barendt (2010) indicates 

that the rights associated with extramural expression are not part of academic freedom but are 

rather a form of freedom of speech. Three arguments have been made regarding academic 

freedom (Barendt, 2010). One is that academic freedom is exercised by individual scholars to 

ensure that they can freely work and operate without any external or internal control and 

direction concerning research and teaching. In the US, the right to freely discuss or speak on 

issues that are far above the primary responsibility of an individual professor is referred to as 

extramural speech. The second argument is that universities can exercise privileges and rights to 

academic freedom. The practices of academic freedom in the United Kingdom by institutions of 

higher learning are more dominant and with a deeper history compared to the individual rights of 

a professor. The third argument is that individuals in academia can make claims to ensure their 

involvement in the governance of the university. The practice is common in Germany especially 

regarding legal matters and law related to academic freedom.  

Otherwise stated, while the freedom of speech for academics is non-existent in various 

parts of the world, there is adequate academic literature addressing the issue. The right to freely 

expressing one's thoughts is assumed to not only be a privilege for the lawyers, politicians, 
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journalists, and parents, but also the public in general (O'Hear, 1988). There are several ways in 

which academic freedom is similar to the freedom of speech (Downs, 2009). Olivas (1993) 

explains that the role of university is to provide a conducive environment for creation, 

experiment, and speculation. Academic freedom defence is poorly understood and ill-defined. 

Olivas (1993) further notes that academic freedom is rooted in European traditions and 

recognizes that institutions of higher education aim at a common good, which relies on free 

search of truth. According to Weinstein (2013), academic freedom is confined to the professional 

practice of finding the truth in the academic world. The Supreme Court's systems and the 

university senate approve the value of a free academic environment that fosters the advancement 

of "truth" and inquiry (Downs, 2009, p. 3). In the United States, the Supreme Court announced 

the commitment by the courts in driving forth legal strategies that foster academic freedom 

(Weinstein, 2013). The Sweezy v. New Hampshire, 354 U.S. 234 (1957)case was a landmark in 

the Supreme Court’s acceptance and recognition of academic freedom. The freedom granted to 

teachers and learners was a different concern about the initial amendment, which failed to 

condone policies and legislations that do not provide students with the freedom to express 

themselves while studying. Generally, academic freedom is the liberty to make inquiries on 

issues that help improve knowledge and understanding.  

Olivas (1993) identifies the essential elements of academic freedom in a university to 

comprise the liberty of the institution to determine who may teach, what is to be taught, how the 

teaching will be conducted, and who can be admitted into the program. The essentials of 

academic freedom were established based on the recognition that higher learning institutions 

were developed for the common good that is dependent on the unrestricted search for the truth 

and subsequent exposition (Olivas, 1993). Therefore, academic freedom and freedom of 
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expression complement each other because they both empower scholars to ask questions and 

communicate educational ideas without the fear of negative repercussions (Owusu-Ansah, 2015). 

The negative consequences comprise the loss of employment and incarceration. Therefore, all 

scholars require protection from academic freedom when communicating a new, controversial, 

or unpopular opinion relating to teaching and research. The establishment of strategies to protect 

scholars from the negative consequences of controversies linked to academic freedom has led to 

the development of several confines. For example, scholars and teachers are now required to be 

careful not to veer off the subject of focus with controversial issues (Lynch and Ivancheva, 

2015). In conclusion, the freedom of speech and academic freedom have enabled students and 

their teachers to exercise their rights and to express their views and opinions without fear of 

control, suppression, or punishment. 

2.2.4.2 Institutional and Individual Autonomy 

The notion of autonomy can be considered at individual and institutional levels. Both 

individual and institutional autonomy are important in the transformation process and 

understanding of higher education systems. Individual autonomy can be classified as intellectual 

freedom (Moshman, 2017). Armbruster (2008) described individual autonomy as the freedom of 

individual academics, unlike institutional autonomy which is for the complete higher education 

institution. Institutional autonomy is the constantly changing association between the higher 

education institutions and the State, in terms of the level of control exercised by the government 

(Etomaru et al., 2016). Institutional autonomy can be perceived as the institutions’ right to make 

independent decisions (financial, academic, etc.) without external interference. Etomaru et al. 

(2016) further clarified that institutional autonomy focuses more on institution’s ability to make 

independent decisions. Institutional autonomy also entails the ability to exercise academic 
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freedom and self-governance on internal activities. Thus, when colleges and universities exercise 

their freedom without interference by external governing bodies and the State, on governance, 

research, funding arrangement, recruitment, and admission of students can describe institutional 

autonomy (Etomaru et al., 2016).  

Individual and institutional autonomy are in most cases used together. However, Kori 

(2016) warned that institutional autonomy in college did not guarantee the presence of individual 

autonomy. In addition, autonomous higher education institutions should embrace professional 

standards and become accountable to their own communities and public bodies. In addition, 

autonomy of individual researchers must be supported by ethical conduct and scientific 

standards. 

In simple terms, academic freedom is the freedom of the teacher and the researcher to 

conduct the research, teach, publish, and speak. It is essential to develop the norms and standards 

of the scholarly inquiry, in search of truth and deeper understanding (Henkel, 2005). Therefore, 

societies must respect the autonomy of the scholars who are conducting research, institutions, 

and teachers as well as students who come to them intending to become knowledgeable citizens. 

The rationale is because individual autonomy also entails the role of academic staff in 

governance. Academic staff and faculty members should have governance in terms of research 

and curriculum to use based on the current market needs (Etomaru et al., 2016).  

Autonomy of higher education institutions is important to create world-class universities 

(Estermann and Nokkala, 2009). Also, autonomy is required to overcome the present challenges 

faced by universities and colleges and to ensure competitiveness. The European University 

Association believes that increasing institutional autonomy can play a major role in promoting 

universities to meet the new demands (Estermann and Nokkala, 2009). In addition, increasing 
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autonomy can allow universities to be independent and increase the ability and the link to its 

environment. Thus, autonomy is important in enhancing independence of freedom of universities 

from external control (Etomaru et al., 2016). 

The autonomy of a university can be defined as the general capacity of the university to 

perform its duties and responsibilities to achieve its mission. Additionally, it can also mean 

giving freedom to all people who are responsible for the execution of their jobs. It is known for 

providing a better framework for the culture of decentralized management (Hogan and Trotter, 

2013). University autonomy involves a general principle regarding the lifestyle of the university, 

tenured occupation, and collective governance, all of which are indistinguishably connected to, 

and are vital for, the provisions of academic freedom (Gerber, 2001). 

Academic freedom and university autonomy are some of the crucial aspects to empower 

learning and the acquisition of knowledge in the modern world. In most cases, the regulatory 

boards and authorities of higher education allow universities to operate on their own without 

interference after they have demonstrated compliance with the set academic rules and 

regulations. The primary responsibility of higher institutions is to meet the academic needs of a 

society (Edwards et al., 2013). For example, higher education institutions are designed to 

increase learning and knowledge of the population to meet societal needs. In addition, through 

research and development, universities work towards promotion of culture and solving societal 

problems (Sharma, 2015). Universities also offer students with skills and knowledge needed for 

competition in global workspaces. It also includes the promotion of fairness and justice, 

especially when it comes to the dissemination of knowledge regardless of gender, race, religion, 

and other affiliations. However, this capability would not be satisfactorily enhanced without the 
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autonomy of institutions and freedom of the learners and the teaching fraternity of the entire 

university.  

The autonomy of universities should not be perceived as full independence and lack of 

authority from outside control. Instead, it should be viewed as a position that enables institutions 

of higher learning and systems of higher education to negotiate and communicate effectively 

with society (Monahan, 2004). The issue of autonomy points to the internal democracy that is 

expected to exist in institutions of higher learning. The institutions that enjoy autonomy must 

also realize that they ought to accept responsibility to fulfill certain social needs. The relationship 

between the autonomy of institutions and their ability to take responsibility creates the need for 

evaluation systems to enhance relevance and quality (Thorens, 1998).  

2.2.5  Origins and Evolution of Academic Freedom 

One of the problems that have been highlighted in this paper is the definition of academic 

freedom; there are different models between different countries. In this section, we will look at 

different models of academic freedom from different countries to be able to identify common 

elements among the models. In an attempt to develop a clear perspective of academic freedom 

and its place in contemporary universities, this section scrutinizes the emergence of academic 

freedom delving back into Greek civilization, Islamic civilization, and the foundation of 

academic freedom in universities.  

A. Emergence of Academic Freedom in the Greek Civilization 

Historical analyses reveal that Greek civilization had started in the 12th century BC and 

the period between 400 and 1200 BC was the starting point of Hellenic educational thought 

(Liakos, 2008; Swain, 1996). At that time, education was only for people of the aristocratic class 

and not all people, as the society was divided classically into freemen and slaves and such 
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practices did not allow the community to sharing opinions, voicing own thoughts and points of 

view, and refuting views shared by ruling groups/authority.  

The selection of teachers was the first step that students could do freely among the 

aristocratic class. With this regard, a student was able to freely choose a competent person who 

was commonly referred to as "Arête", who would, in turn, prepare the student to have a strong 

foundation, which would render the student to be a fluent speaker or strong warrior. The "Arête" 

would aid the student in making choices relating to the subjects to learn. Such choices were 

agreed upon by a consensus between the "Arête" and the student where every opinion counted 

(Dawood, 2016). It presented a framework of independence within a protected environment 

provided by the social and educational system prevailing at that time.  

It can be said that the basic idea of academic freedom was born with Socrates and the 

philosophical schools of ancient Athens. Devoted to pursuing the truth without regard for 

conformity and social pressure, Socrates chose to die by consuming hemlock rather than cease 

"corrupting" the youth by teaching philosophic thought (Downs, 2009). According to Taylor 

(2019), Socrates had for a long period been fighting for the freedom to be able to challenge the 

public in the agora, following the belief that only the wise are gods and human beings would 

only be considered wise when they recognize and accept their sense of ignorance. Socrates held 

that human beings could not enjoy 'a real insight into the nature of reality' because one might be 

wise concerning one set of skills and expertise but ignorant in other areas about which they have 

little knowledge (Bett, 2010; Vlastos, 1985). The demise of Socrates led to the creation of an 

academic institution by Plato, who was a disciple of Socrates. In the memory and respect of 

Socrates's ways and cultural standards, the school was dedicated and eager to prepare and train 

students with complete wisdom and knowledge of the world. The purpose of the school was to 
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concentrate on the quest for honesty and truth. However, the powerful influence of society did 

not hinder the school's viable fulfillment of higher and feasible goals (Crabtree, 2003). Indeed, 

the preliminary assumption of academic freedom or liberty was grounded within the quest for a 

reality that moved and changed humankind's strength and power over earthly means and ways. 

B. Emergence of Academic Freedom in Islamic Civilization 

Islamic civilization, in around the 7th century, was a guide for other civilizations and had 

become more famous among all countries, so that students and academics came from all over the 

world, willing to learn and gain knowledge from its great scientists like Ibn Sina, al-Khwarizmi 

and al-Razi, al-Hasan ibn al-Haytham (Al-Hassani, 2012; Ghazanfar, 2006). Islam achieved this 

fame only because of the freedom and acceptance of the opposite opinions which can be proved 

by argument and evidence. Dawood (2016) mentions that the first Islamic decision related with 

the educational freedom occurred when Prophet Mohamed, during the Islamic Call and after 

Battle of Badr (624 CE), and the victory of Muslims over the army of polytheists, allowed that 

prisoners could get their freedom by teaching Muslim boys reading and writing. That was a new 

way of educational freedom, even if the teacher is a polytheist. It was the first practice in the first 

Islamic period that allowed Muslims to get access to use science and right information whatever 

the source. This became an Islamic tradition, expressing the respect of Islam for science. 

Dawood notes about Dr. Abdel-Dayem that one of the good characteristics of education in the 

Islamic Arabic State is the use of debate that was used widely in advanced education at that time, 

because of its benefits in charging minds, cogency, and getting used to self-confidence. 

For general education, as adopted by the country, professors are provided with 

educational tasks and responsibilities that comprise subject selection and library configuration. 

These practices increase a school's educational status. In these schools, the professor (Sheikh) 
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has the highest position in the administrative organization, and a lecturer has a lower position 

compared to a professor. After a while and following the professor's qualifications, he/she begins 

to upgrade until he/she reaches the position of a scientist; then he/she will have the freedom to 

leave his/her professors and begin teaching without any intervention. 

The origins of academic freedom's Islamic roots go back to the 8th century AD. This 

began with the flourishing translation, interpretation, and commentary on the works of Greek 

philosophers by Arabic scholars. During the First Abbasid Dynasty (566–653 CE), Islamic 

thought witnessed a scientific, architectural, cultural, and intellectual renaissance through which 

numerous scientific achievements were made, including translations, establishment of libraries, 

and research on various topics, all of which contributed to the building of the Islamic 

civilization, which would not have improved were it not for the strong and deep thought it 

carried. During this period, Baghdad was the thriving capital of the Islamic world, boasting about 

being a center of intellectuals and culture development. This is credited to the Abbasid caliph's 

enjoyment of public discussion and schooling where theology, grammar, physics, astrology, 

astronomy, mathematics, rhetoric, philosophy, and importantly Arabic literature were studied 

(Tabbaa, 2001; Tsafrir, 1994). The education system during the Ottoman rule consisted of 

elementary schooling (held at mosques, private houses, teachers' houses, or Maktabs). In 

addition to learning reading, writing, and arithmetic, senior elementary students studied Quranic 

criticism, literature, scholastic theology, jurisprudence, and apostolic tradition. However, the 

advanced scholars studied such subjects as medicine, music, astronomy, philosophy, and 

geometry (Alavi, 1988; Bennison, 2014). The advanced subjects were taught by professors of 

higher learning, who were thought to have practiced the exchange of questions and answers 

approach during teaching.  
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The Islamic academic tradition is the product of a mind that knew and practiced, in word 

and action, the freedom of research and science (Sakran, 2001). Kilase (2013) also mentioned 

that during the 9th century, academic freedom in Muslim societies was in the form of scientific 

research, particularly after the 'House of Wisdom' (an academy of knowledge that attracted the 

elites within the Muslim world for research and civilization debate) establishment in Bagdad 809 

CE and Al-Azhar University in Cairo 970 CE, which contained many Muslim and Christian 

researchers who had many inventions, like the physician al-Razi. After that, in the 10th century, 

many bright scholars appeared, due to the widespread growth of educational institutions such as 

al-Zahrawi who invented many medical innovations including surgical instruments, bone plaster, 

and original operative methods. Despite the studies that relate the genesis and history of 

academic freedom to the European context, it has been first recognized in the Muslim world, as 

most of the scholars considered above have elaborated (Sakran, 2001). 

    Arguably, the prosperity of the Islamic civilization originated in the teachings of Islam in 

the Quran and Sunnah, which emphasized and advocated human freedom. Accordingly, it can be 

said that the principles of academic freedom of thought, science, and research were among the 

basic elements advocated by the religion of Islam, which, however, cannot be attributed to the 

modern version of academic freedom (Kamali, 1993). 

C. The Emergence of Academic Freedom and Universities 

      This institution of higher learning was initially a medieval establishment (Hofstadter, 

2011). Later, two fundamental models surfaced, within Bologna and Paris (Neave, 1988). It is 

from European medieval higher learning institutions that academic liberty commenced, such as 

the right of the lecturers to educate and interpret educational dogmas with authority. Liberal 

totalitarianism and the emergence of nation-states that needed skilled and knowledgeable 
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administrators endangered the right. During the 17th and 18th centuries, the restraints on the 

institutions of higher learning against controversies linked to academic freedom were made 

flexible by protecting scholars from incarceration following the expression of controversial 

academic opinions (Lenhardt, 2002). 

Subsequently, the higher learning institutions regained the liberty to academic freedom 

and freedom of expression of the scholars. The emergence of forms of civic governance that 

demanded conformity of citizens (subjects) to authority without questioning or holding opposing 

views contradicted the rights and freedom of speech, teaching, and expression as upheld by the 

foundation of academic freedom. Totalitarian regimes, almost throughout the 20th century, 

exerted a complete social, political, and cultural control emphasizing on agreeing with the values 

and ideology of the leaders in the larger interest of the State regardless of scientific applicability 

or research data that may contradict authorities' pushed agenda. Academics' persecutions were 

witnessed across Europe – Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, Nazi Third Reich in Germany, and 

dictatorships in Italy, Spain, and Greece. In Bologna, students created their associations. Since 

they were adults and commonly rich, these students were competent to administer their affairs, 

they advised the teaching staff as to the topics that they wished to cover, and they also organized 

their accommodation and paid the salaries of their teachers (Hofstadter, 2011). The first 

university in Bologna comprised just the students who were in charge, and the instructors were 

merely engaged via yearly contractual agreements (Ruegg, 2006). Under the student 

governmental system, all the teachers were expected to obey students’ wishes (Cobban, 1975).  

In Europe, Paris and Bologna were the first to have the honor of well-established 

universities. The universities of Naples, Padua, Siena, Rome, and Perugia followed in 1222 and 

1308 (Grendler, 2002). The Renaissance University allowed the professors to conduct research at 
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a high level, to teach students, and to award degrees. Students who were awarded were allowed 

to practice anywhere in Christendom. Grendler (2002) points out that structures of teaching, 

relationships, and methods of awarding degrees were similar in all the Italian universities. In the 

1570s, students were denied their degrees and encouraged Calvin’s catechism to be taught. In the 

16th century, the academic freedom and intellectual atmosphere were less free (Grendler, 2002). 

The Italian professors like their counterparts across Europe were forced to swear and conform to 

the underlying religion. Gendler (2002) points out that the Italian professors collaborated with 

their northern European Protestant counterparts and published academic works with them.  

    In comparison, the University of Paris became the master's guild (Hofstadter, 2011). It 

was built by a gathering of researchers who needed to educate (Hofstadter and Metzger, 1955). 

Many academics left Paris and moved elsewhere in Europe, which meant that the Paris model 

was exported. Gorochov (2018) explained that in between 1229 and 1231, the entire University 

of Paris left the city and went into exile in other parts of Europe. Most theologians also quit 

teaching and left Paris at the onset of the great strike together with some students. Franciscan 

Henry de Reresby left Paris and enrolled at the Convent of Oxford. Parisian theologians who left 

Paris for England joined the University of Oxford (Gorochov, 2018). Forced to leave Paris, the 

French masters also traveled to Bologna.  

As opposed to the Bologna prototype in which the students hired instructors, the Paris 

autonomy was mainly based on the freedom to teach, and primarily applied to the tutors rather 

than learners (Karran, 2009). Hence, the Paris prototype was based on the liberty to teach, which 

was then passed on to the teachers instead of the students. The professors were also given the 

authority to decide which students were suited for particular learning institutions and individuals 

who should work as staff members in given institutions of higher learning (Karran, 2009). 
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For example, according to Súilleabháin (2004), the city of Bologna was essentially held 

ransom, when there was a withdrawal of the university for three years from the city authority of 

Bologna unless the demands of students to have a bigger control of the stadium were met. 

Additionally, movements such as the Great Dispersion that happened in 1229 causing a 

widespread staff migration, as well as the movement from Paris to Oxford, Angers, and Orleans 

by the students, which brought about the freedom of scholars, were later recognized as the 

university right. Similarly, the Paris model extended to Cambridge and later on to the United 

States, thus leading to the establishment of universities such as Yale, Harvard, and Princeton, 

among others, while keeping a focus on the freedom of the university staff (Súilleabháin, 2004). 

D. The Humboldtian Model of Universities and Academic Freedom 

Wilhelm von Humboldt's name has been used as a symbol of the classical model of 

education research university (Ash, 2006). In 1802, Humboldt was part of the Prussian civil 

service, being familiarized with the history and culture of classical Rome and Greece 

(Hohendorf, 1993). Both Johann Wilhelm Süvern and Johann Heinrich Ludwig Nicolovius 

worked to reform the Prussian education system. In 1809, Humboldt headed the culture and 

education department at the Ministry of the Interior. Hohendorf (1993) contended that Humboldt 

advocated for establishing elementary, secondary, and university education schooling categories. 

Humboldt was part and the chairman of the founding committee of Berlin University 

(Hohendorf, 1993). The university was an establishment used for general education and taught 

all the sciences but did not focus on occupational training. The autonomy of the teaching staff 

and science freedom are the premises for Humboldt's university model. Humboldt’s contribution 

was essential to educational development and played a significant role in the transition from the 

nineteenth to the twentieth century (Hohendorf, 1993).  
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The Humboldtian model became a widely accepted concept and meaning of academic 

freedom in the 19th century in Germany. The model is considered the "ideas of Lehrfreiheit and 

Lernfreiheit – freedom to teach and to learn" (Altbach, 2001, p. 206). The model emerged in the 

19th century and was founded on Wilhelm von Humboldt's idea of a holistic combination of the 

art of science and research to attain a deeper understanding of concepts and cultural knowledge. 

As pointed out by Pritchard (2004), the cultural-historical background of the model was core in 

answering the demand by the German social class for improved general knowledge. Humboldt 

believed in having a creation of knowledge based primarily on research that is unbiased and 

independent from religious, political, economic, and ideological influences through 

unconditional academic freedom. Also, the Humboldtian model was more prominent in northern 

Protestant Europe (Norway, Sweden, and Finland). However, the aspects of the Humboldtian 

model are still distinct within European universities and beyond and will be familiar to academic 

staff who do not need to be convinced about the significance of the concept of academic freedom 

to their daily lives (Karran, 2009).  

Academic freedom is considered to be one of the essential missions of a university. 

Östling (2018) posited that Humboldt was responsible for developing ideas related to academic 

freedom. According to Humboldt, universities were not supposed to be treated by the State as 

special schools or Gymnasien, and they should not be used as storerooms. Also, the duty of the 

State was to ensure that learning institutions served a higher scholarly role. The State should not 

demand anything from universities. As noted by Ash (2006), Humboldt believed in academic 

freedom, particularly on the right to teaching, learning, and the unity of science and scholarship. 

Humboldt’s valuation of academic freedom was linked to the general ideals of Bildung and 

education (Östling, 2018). Academic freedom is a multidimensional concept. Humboldt 
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contended that the State has the power and not university faculties because they cannot make fair 

assessments. Moreover, universities were regarded as educational institutions responsible for 

training good officials, and therefore the state had a role to play (Östling, 2018). Humboldt 

contended that the liberty in seminar lecture halls should be unconditional to ensure academic 

freedom. 

Academic freedom is considered to be one of the most important missions of a university. 

This mission is critical in teaching as well in the research field. Academic freedom is essential 

for the development of a higher education system. Ash (2006) indicates that Humboldt listed the 

core elements of academic freedom for higher learning institutions: (a) the privilege of teaching 

and learning, (b) the unity of teaching and research, (c) the integration of science and 

scholarship, and (d) the primacy over specialized professional training. Humboldt was liberal-

minded, and he believed in individual freedom. Humboldt's works in research comprise a 

collaborative enterprise for explaining the learning arrangements where the involvement of both 

the scholars and teachers is based on the passion for science (Ash 2006). The first element of the 

model is the freedom of teaching and learning, where Humboldt was a liberal and believed in 

individual liberty. According to Ash (2006), Humboldt believed that students have the right to 

select their subjects and instructors, whereas professors decided on what to teach. Humboldt's 

second element was the unity of teaching and research, and he believed that learning was a 

collaborative enterprise. The third element is the unity of scholarship and science, and Humboldt 

believed that there existed no fundamental difference between humanities and natural sciences 

(Ash, 2006). The fourth element is on the primary cure of sciences, and Humboldt held that 

scholarship and science were inquiry processes. 
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There was significant optimism for academic freedom at the start of the 21st century. All 

the countries were prosperous in the achievement of a considerable level of academic freedom. It 

is the core mission of a university because it is crucial for research and teaching. According to 

Karran (2009), academic freedom is critical in a highly industrialized education system. 

In the early 19th century, in a German university, academic freedom emerged as a concept 

of research and became an important part of the academic mission. Nevertheless, academic 

freedom covers the protection of expression on broader political, as well as social issues. It is 

accepted in the literature that the importance of academic freedom is unquestionable. According 

to Schauer (2006), academic freedom is not an arcane or anachronistic privilege, but it is basic as 

well as a simple condition that is important for the job. According to Tsui and Rich (2002), 

academic freedom is the key legitimating concept for the whole university enterprise.  

Several conflicting claims have been put forward by different researchers about the 

impact of the German model on modern developments in academic freedom. Some define the 

model as a 'parent model' towards modernization of university systems in the 19th and early 20th 

centuries. On the contrary, Savvina (2016) argues that by the late 19th and early 20th century, the 

Humboldt model had no impact and ceased to work due to the perceived significance of the 

global market, the declining influence of national states, and the gradual disappearance of 

national culture. Although there has been limited use of Humboldt’s university model in the 

recent past, the framework is still considered to be vital in contemporary universities across the 

world (Savvina, 2016).     

The Humboldtian model had a profound impact in the US as an extension to the English 

roots, particularly on the first American universities. Ash (2006) contends that German 

universities were models for the American research university and learning system, and they 
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dominated the world of science. The German university influenced widespread research and 

education across the globe. Many countries perceived Germany as the model for the 

modernization of the different respective university systems during the 19th and onset of 20th 

centuries. However, at that time, Humboldt’s university was no longer in existence. Ash (2006) 

contends that the American universities that developed in the late 19th and early 20th centuries 

were too complex and diverse to be labeled as imports from a single country. The universities 

were creations that combined elements derived from the German, British, and other European 

university systems (Shils and Roberts, 2004). Ash (2006) pointed out that it was not the adoption 

of the German model— Humboldtian, but rather the specific characteristics of the American 

higher education system that made it a success.  

The Humboldtian model core aspect is the unity of teaching, research, and collaborative 

pursuit by both instructors and students (Karran, 2009). The Humboldtian model suggests that 

institutions of higher learning are responsible for cultivating science and scholarship. Based on 

the model, collaboration is deemed vital in enhancing learners' intellectual passion and 

enthusiasm (Ash, 2006). Instructors and students can work effectively to realize science and 

scholarship goals (Karran, 2009). Overall, teaching in the context of the Humboldtian model is 

regarded as a strategy of enhancing both students' and instructors' knowledge. According to Krull 

(2005), approximately 430 universities have signed an agreement according to which they are 

required to adhere to the Humboldtian principles, which suggest that the teaching and research in 

universities are inseparable.  

According to Hancock (2012), there are some variations based on the Humboldtian 

model, which are apparent within the universities of Europe and beyond. The freedom to teach 

and inquire is essential to the university's model, especially when it comes to the pursuit of truth 
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based on scientific experiments, for instance, institutions where the educated professionals and 

experts were viewed as the most suitable and acceptable experts about making decisions and 

judgments that concern knowledge. Cain (2012) noted that the learning institutions were part of 

the State, despite which they were managed with diminutive bureaucracy and interference. The 

lecturers and professors taught students who were assumed to be mature, and who were able to 

decide on their choice of curriculum, but with some minimal limitations. Additionally, it was 

well observed that for the models of academic freedom based on Bologna, Paris, and Berlin, the 

concept did not go beyond the learning institution and did not embrace any political activities. 

E. The British Model 

Exploring the British model is important, because England was one of the first countries 

that addressed academic freedom in Europe. Changes in both the ecclesiastical thinking of the 

Catholic Church and the social power structures prompted the emergence of medieval 

universities in Europe (Välimaa, 2019). Students were required to adhere to the normal master's 

guild (Breneman et al., 1989). Aside from the student body and degrees, Välimaa (2019) further 

indicates that medieval universities had a uniform faculty structure and similar curricula. Upon 

gaining more students and teachers, the academic places and gatherings were then referred to as 

Universitas meaning "the whole, total, the universe, the world". Between 1167 and 1168, there 

arose some political disputes between England and France that led to a high migration of 

students pursuing theology, who opted to return to England and go to Oxford (Gwynne-Thomas, 

1981).  

Students and masters moved from Paris to Cambridge between the years 1209 and 1229. 

Presently, Cambridge is reputed to be notable for mathematical and scientific education and 

learning, compared to the traditional curricula of Oxford, which is arts and humanities-based. 
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Therefore, according to the British model, there is no protection for academic freedom in the 

constitution, but the charter of the university which was given by the monarch granted them 

autonomy. Universities also had the right to set their own rules and regulations. The British 

model is also known for forming the base of the university systems in British colonial states 

including Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, and it was undermined by the removal of tenure 

in 1988 (Pritchard, 2006). In addition to the 1988 Education Reform Act, the removal of tenure 

was aimed at providing academic freedom protection. 

F. The Spanish University Model: Latin America Model of Academic Freedom 

The Latin American universities were majorly influenced by the European models, 

especially the Spanish university model and the French model. The first Latin American 

institution of higher learning and education was established in 1538 in Santo Domingo. Other 

institutions of higher learning and education were established in 1551, in Peru and Mexico (De 

Wit et al., 2005). The Spanish university model was imported to Latin America from Spain and 

was initially founded upon the University of Salamanca. In turn, Salamanca was modeled on the 

University of Bologna. The primary role of students in university governance, as occurred in the 

University of Bologna, was thereby exported to universities in Latin America, via Salamanca. 

The Latin American model was shaped throughout the 20th century, during which the Latin 

American model was created to lead the endeavor for revision for the modern state, in which the 

new universities are selected to train the secular and professional as well as civil servants. 

Sieniawski (2018) claims that these universities were created to serve the educational arm of the 

state for the promotion of national unity. However, the professors did not work full-time but 

mostly part-time, owing to their professional commitments. Thus, due to these reasons, 
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university faculties were underdeveloped and failed to grow into the typical fields of law, 

engineering, and medicine.  

Research conducted by Sieniawski (2018) found that the Cordoba Reform Movement in 

1918 was the most important step towards the development of this model. This reform presented 

a new strategy on how universities were to be run. The academic community exercised freedom 

in electing its leaders and governing itself without any interference from the government. 

Cordoba movement's vision offers the foundation upon which Latin America's autonomous 

universities lay. This wider vision of university autonomy has spread widely.  

G. The United States model 

The premise of American academic freedom was affected by the beliefs of Lehrfreiheit 

brought back by numerous American studies examined in Germany around the 1890s and 

embraced by driving universities, just like the more prominent concentration on science and 

research in higher education. Through the incorporation of the standards of Wissenschaft, unique 

scientific examination, and Lehrfreiheit in the distributed papers of affiliations, for example, the 

American Association of University Professors (AAUP) was utilized to guarantee religion would 

not interrupt the freedom of the educator (Hofstadter and Metzger, 1955).  

The concept of academic freedom witnessed development during the twentieth century. 

In 1915, the AAUP was established. According to Smart (2009), the ultimate goal of AAUP is 

the provision of academic freedom. AAUP also has the mandate on oversight on governance of 

higher learning institutions to enhance economic stability for the staff at the universities and 

colleges that are involved in teaching and research. Metzger (1961) suggests that AAUP came 

into existence due to the Darwinian crisis that challenged academic patriotism. The association 

also emerged due to pressure from protests after a Stanford university staff member was fired 
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because of conflict of views on economic reform (Tiede, 2015). The AAUP was established to 

advance the professionalization of America's faculty. 

AAUP embraces three principles, which are as follows. Teachers are entitled to full 

freedom in all activities subject to their efficient performance (Barendt, 2010). Moreover, he 

argued that academic freedom was a professional freedom and hence did not extend beyond the 

institution of higher learning. Finally, college and university teachers are citizens, members of 

learned professions, and officials of educational institutions. The establishment of AAUP has 

enhanced academic freedom in institutions of higher learning. 

The American Association of University Professors was founded in 1915 (AAUP, 2016).   

In 1913, Willard of Wesleyan University and John Moffat from Lafayette College were 

forcefully resigned (Smart, 2009). The academic profession noticed the unfair act, scholarly 

journals published articles and protests, and the disciplinary bodies organized a committee to 

investigate and defend academic freedom. Under the supervision of Arthur O. Lovejoy and 

partners from John Hopkins University coupled with the efforts of leading elite faculties at local 

universities, AAUP was established. According to Smart (2009), the AAUP is a national 

association that could unite faculties across different disciplines for the betterment of higher 

education, and enhancement of themselves. After investigation of some allegations of violation 

of academic freedom, AAUP became more closely associated with the release of the 1915 

declaration. The declaration provided a tripartite idea of academic freedom, a basis of primary 

protection of these rights (Smart, 2009).  

Before the establishment of AAUP, it was difficult for professors to form an 

organization. One of the reasons why it was difficult to form a common organization for 

professors is the condition of the scholarly work, that is, unlike factories and mines, which are 
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places of socialization, classrooms, laboratories, and libraries limit an academic worker to his 

resources (Barendt, 2010). In America, academic issues were handled by individual institutions 

in the absence of the Ministry of Education since each institution was a law by itself or 

nationally by one learned society which embraces a specialist who is not a professor, hence a 

need to establish an association for the professors. The other factor that led to the development of 

AAUP is the frequent conflicts between administrators and faculties (Barendt, 2010). Most 

important was the conflict over who should act as the institution's spokesperson. According to 

Barendt (2010), the push was for an association for the professors to be accelerated by the 

ideology of progressivism.  

The AAUP specifies several policies and principles that are consistent with the following 

conceptions of academic freedom. The AAUP policies cover the definition of academic freedom 

as (1) a type of intellectual freedom, (2) an individual, collective, and institutional provision, (3) 

covering the freedom to teach, learn, and inquire, (4) being central to academic integrity of 

learning endeavors or the institution, (5) being specific to academic contexts and roles, and (6) a 

crucial requirement at all levels of education (Moshman, 2017). Even though the AAUP's main 

focus regarding academic freedom is placed on the faculty in higher education, it also recognizes 

the rights of students in elementary or secondary education. Therefore, the AAUP does not deny 

or denigrate the intellectual liberty of secondary education students in the name of reserving 

academic freedom for college professors/faculty (Moshman, 2017). According to Moshman 

(2017), the AAUP professors appeal to a tradition of academic freedom rooted in the history of 

German and European universities. 

The AAUP first formulated principles and standards required for the tenure system in 

order to protect the academic freedom of scholars in research, teaching, and governance (AAUP, 
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2016). The 1915 Declaration of Principles on Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure offered 

the first active defense of academic freedom in American higher education. A decline in 

academic tenure and shared governance is a threat to academic freedom (Neem, 2019). Adjunct 

faculty members do not have protection, hence lacking the influence offered by the tenure. Neem 

(2019) further explained that even tenured faculty was losing power and authority as 

administrators. Political class meddles in academic institutions and this affects the academic 

freedom 

AAUP enforces the principle of academic tenure (Ingraham and Burns, 1962). After the 

completion of probation, teachers are entitled permanent or continuous tenure. Termination of 

teachers’ contracts should occur only when there is a sufficient cause, except in cases where one 

retires due to age or under extraordinary conditions of financial exigencies. According to 

Ingraham and Burns (1962), the AAUP states that the terms and conditions of any appointment 

should be precise, in writing, and should be in possession of both the teacher and the institution. 

After successful completion of the probationary period, a teacher should enjoy equal freedom as 

do the other members of the faculty. The termination of continuous appointment or dismissal of a 

teacher before the expiry of the stipulated date should be determined by both the institution's 

board and the faculty committee.  

In conclusion, academic freedom is not only influenced by economic and legal factors but 

also religious. Therefore, the AAUP was established in 1945 to protect scholars and professors in 

teaching, research, and governance. The AAUP is also mandated to oversee governance in 

institutions of higher learning to enhance economic stability for the staff at the universities and 

colleges. The existence of AAUP has ensured enhanced academic freedom and efficiency in how 

institutions of higher learning are managed. The process of establishing AAUP was slowed down 
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by drawbacks such as the nature of the teaching environment. The academic setting is now 

conducive for the teaching activities. Teachers' rights are upheld, hence improving their 

productivity. Violation of academic freedom has significantly reduced since the establishment of 

AAUP due to its strong committee structure to handle violation allegations. 

2.2.6 Academic Freedom in Saudi Arabia 

Following the discussion of academic freedom, examining its origins, evolution, and 

aspects, as well as terms central to academic freedom (such as autonomy) and its place in 

contemporary global higher education particularly European, this section explores the concept 

and its respective place in Saudi Arabia's higher education. This involves examining the 

historical background relating to higher education as perceived by the Quran and Sunnah. 

Because Saudi Arabia is an Islamic country, and Islam affects all aspects of life, we will look at 

the historical background of academic freedom in the Islamic religion. As such, it is important to 

consider the concept of academic freedom in the larger Arab and Muslim universities. 

A. Historical Background Relating to Quran and Sunnah  

Since academic freedom is based on the freedom of expressing opinions and beliefs, this 

freedom can be traced to religions. Hakim (1953) explained that since the essential mission for 

all religions should be the liberty of humanity, which depends on the truth, many revolutions 

have been made against those religions that sought to restrict human freedom and development. 

For the early Islam era, liberty was a crucial requirement for humans to realize the essential 

value of life: "The freedom of the seeker of truth leads him to truth; if this free pursuit is 

hampered; the truth is not attained" (Hakim, 1953, p.2). As such, the Holy Quran states that "We 

have shown man the two ways’’ (Quran, Al Balad, 90:10), where God declares that both evil and 

good paths have been determined and humans have the right to choose one of them.  
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Moreover, the Quran mentions that "There shall be no compulsion in [acceptance of] the 

religion. The right course has become clear from the wrong. Therefore, whoever disbelieves in 

Taghut and believes in Allah has grasped the most trustworthy handhold with no break in it. And 

Allah is Hearing and Knowing" (Quran, Al Baqarah, 2:256). In this sense, God also announced 

the human's right to choose their beliefs due to their ability to distinguish between right and 

wrong. Therefore, Hakim (1953) discussed that Islam adopts freedom as a means for human 

beings to be able to freely surrender to God's will, which makes them contributors to God's 

universal freedom, and not slaves. 

Moreover, according to Kamali (1993), who investigated this aspect among the Islamic 

holy resources (the Quran and the Sunnah), the Quranic freedom of expression does not permit 

the subject to think or express views that violate Islamic laws. Furthermore, Kamali added that 

Islamic freedom does not only include religious liberty, but it also extends to political freedom, 

where the person has the right to speak freely against the governmental authority. Nevertheless, 

the Quran warns the people from expressing ideas to collapse the social order (that is al-fitnah) 

which is explained as a forbidden action considered worse than murder: "and fitnah is worse 

than killing" (Quran, Al Baqarah, 2:191). 

Moreover, adding to the fact that the Quran encourages freedom of expression, it 

highlights the great importance of the investigation to seek the truth behind any idea. It states 

that "O you who have believed, if there comes to you a disobedient one with information, 

investigate, lest you harm a people out of ignorance and become, over what you have done, 

regretful" (Quran, Al Hujurat, 49:6). Kamali (1993) elaborated that the term fitnah (i.e., unrest, 

or rebellion) in this meaning relates mainly to the political arena in which it describes that the 
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"words and acts that incite dissension and controversy among people to such a degree that 

believers can no longer be distinguished from disbelievers."  

According to the Prophet's biography, Bilal was one of the Prophet's companions who 

used to be a foreign slave, but despite that, he was treated better than the others were from the 

community and better than the Prophet himself (Hakim, 1953). This act emphasized the adoption 

of individual freedom despite the human race or social position. Thus, the Prophet Mohammed 

stated, "There is no special merit of an Arab over a non-Arab, nor a non-Arab over an Arab, nor 

a white man over a black man, nor a black man over a white, except by righteousness and piety". 

Moreover, Kamali (1993) added that, due to the Islamic method of combining political 

and religious aspects, political considerations and the freedom of expression could not be 

separated from each other and religion. Besides, Abu Zahrah (1960) elaborated that through 

preserving Islamic religious principles, the Muslim community will be stabilized. Kamali (1993) 

further argued that the spread of wicked policies and ideas about Islam does not reflect the 

individual freedom of expressing beliefs, but it became a threat to the balance of the community, 

such as the group of Kharijites who rebelled against the third and fourth Caliphs, Uthman and 

Ali, and the rulers of the Umayyad and Abbasid Caliphates, beginning in 644 CE. 

B. Academic Freedom in Arab and Muslim Universities 

A study by Huff (2005) shows that people in the Muslim world have a higher restriction 

on academic freedom, compared to people from other religions. Muslim leaders are empowered 

to restrict academic freedom based on the authoritarian inclination of state officials and religious 

teachings (Huff, 2005). In most cases, these two sources of restrictions support each other in 

different ways during the time of use. Muborakshoeva (2013) confirms this view and adds that 

the lack of academic freedom stems, essentially, from three sources. First, the government 
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restricts academic freedom so that nobody will criticize the affairs of the State, especially in 

political, economic, and socio-cultural aspects. Second, there are some ideological and political 

parties and movements that are often disguised under the banner of religion; they suppress what 

is enlightening and beneficial to society. The third impediment is caused by some conservative 

religious scholars who do not allow the government or political viewpoints. Often, because they 

do not have any alternative curriculum, they remain resistant to changes and reforms. 

Regarding authority, Al-Balasi (2008) states that most Arab universities are subject, in 

fact, to four types of control, which are all inconsistent with the concepts of academic freedom. 

These four types of control can be summarized as follows: 

1. Universities under direct political and government supervision, where the decision-

making centre is outside the university 

2. Universities that have real academic freedom throughout their heads and directors, which 

are monitored politically from outside, without direct intervention. However, bureaucracy 

at the top of the administrative hierarchy of the university sometimes tends to control and 

limit the space of open academic freedom 

3. Universities that are subject to both types of control, from the outside and inside, through 

an unwritten agreement to share controlling centres 

4. Universities that have an acceptable level of real academic freedom but do not use it most 

of the time, because the authorities still preserve the right of guardianship. 

Academic freedom has been an issue that has, for a long time, dogged many academics 

involved in scientific and research institutions of learning. Nevertheless, the significance of 

academic freedom today displays a broader perspective. It has seen greater deliberations on such 

issues being undertaken in many Arab nations and international arenas in the face of reform 
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movements that have surfaced in many of these Arab nations, coupled with the relaxation of 

ironclad measures put in place by security agencies operating in many of the nations in question. 

The sudden appearance of the 9th March Movement in 2011 in Egypt, for example, 

advocated the revival of the era of university autonomy and the defense of academic freedom, as 

well as uplifting the level and status of faculty members of universities. The subject of academic 

freedom rose to prominence in Saudi Arabia after persecutions were directed against several 

members of the academia in recent years, because of their so-called political activities. 

According to Madi (2008), this subject of academic freedom also came to prominence in Iraq as 

an important and pressing matter, upon the occupation of the country by the United States forces 

and the removal of the Saddam Hussein regime, which saw hundreds of scientists and 

academicians becoming targets of violence, as well as the looting, destruction, and sabotage 

perpetrated in the country against cultural and scientific institutions including universities. 

Conventionally, most universities in Arab countries have their presidents elected by institutions’ 

faculty members (ElObeidy, 2014). Such political influences, in governing the universities, limit 

the use of academic freedom, hence negatively affecting the growth of the institutions of higher 

learning. According to ElObeidy (2014), such constraints and restrictions by governing 

institutions and authorities of the Arab universities make studying difficult and hamper the 

research efforts of professors of the universities in many Arab countries. 

Given the importance of academic freedom, several studies on it in the Arab world have 

been conducted. These include a study by AlBurjus (2013), who examined the level of Jordan's 

academic freedom, with a distinct focus on both the public and private institutions of higher 

learning from the faculty members' perspective. From the findings of this study, it was clear that 

academic freedom was exercised only moderately. Other studies have focused on the extent to 
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which the universities secured academic freedom. For example, Bani Awad (2002) conducted a 

study in Jordan that examined the level of academic freedom that Jordanian universities offered 

the faculty members as seen and observed by the head of departments and faculty members 

themselves. Other studies focused on identifying the relationship between academic freedom and 

other variables, such as one by Hamdan (2008), which examined the relationship between 

academic freedom and organizational commitment among faculty members in Palestinian 

universities. 

C. Academic Freedom in Saudi universities 

According to Abu Hameed (2007), by referring to the education system, it is noticed that 

there are no explicit and clear texts governing academic freedom in Saudi universities, though 

these regulations included several articles which included some aspects of academic freedom, 

such as the right to shape the internal regulations, the right to establish financial rules, and the 

right to choose its programs, curricula, study plans, and teaching methods. However, it was not 

explained accurately and sufficiently. Undoubtedly, the lack of articles regulating academic 

freedom in Saudi universities is considered amongst the most important issues. Additionally, 

some state that the faculty members in Saudi Arabia do not enjoy full academic freedom in the 

exercise of their academic work (Abu Hameed, 2007). Instead, they are much more restricted by 

regulatory and administrative bodies preventing them from making certain decisions and 

imposing conditions on permits to conduct surveys and statistical studies. These impede research 

in the humanities and social sciences, as they cannot afford to declare the results of their research 

formally, as long as these results are not consistent with the vision of the official bodies. 
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● Freedom of Teaching: 

Al-Zubayani (2015) conducted a deep analysis of higher education regulations in Saudi 

Arabia to clarify the most important determinants of academic freedom. Table 3 illustrates the 

determinant of academic freedom in the field of teaching and selection of curriculum elements. 

Table 3 

 Determinants of Academic Freedom in the Field of Teaching and Selection of Curriculum Elements 

Determinant Article 

Teaching staff as members of departmental councils are 

entitled to propose the following: 

•Study plan 

•curriculums 

•Textbooks and scientific references 

The Regulation of the Council of Higher 

Education Article (43) 

Teaching staff in the universities as members of the 

departmental councils shall be entitled to distribute lectures 

and training activities to teaching staff and their assistants. 

The Regulation of the Council of Higher 

Education Article (43) 

Teaching staff in universities as members of departmental 

councils are entitled to propose persons of scientific 

standing and visiting specialists to teach and supervise 

scientific research. 

The Regulations of the Council of Higher 

Education Articles (48, 49) 

Teaching staff in universities as members of the 

departmental councils shall determine the number of 

students who can be accepted at the postgraduate level. 

However, it is not in their power to determine the number 

of students who can be accepted at the undergraduate level. 

The Regulation of Study and Tests for the 

Stage Article (2) 

The Uniform Regulation for Graduate 

Studies in Saudi Universities Article (12) 
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Teaching staff in universities as members of the 

departmental councils shall propose the degree of the class-

work not less than (30%) of the total grade of the course. 

The Regulation of Study and Tests for the 

Stage Article (22) 

 

Teaching staff members in the university shall set up the 

questions of the course they teach, as well as correcting and 

monitoring the grades. 

The Regulation of Study and Tests for the 

Stage Articles (33,34,35) 

 

Teaching staff in universities as members of the 

departmental councils shall be entitled to determine the 

duration of the final written examination of the courses. 

The Regulation of Study and Tests for the 

Stage Article (41) 

 

Note. Adapted from determinants of academic freedom in Saudi universities in light of 

regulations for higher education, by Al-Zubayni, 2015, Copyright 2015 by Saudi Journal of 

Higher Education 

 

● Freedom of Research: 

In his study of the unified regulations of scientific research in universities and the 

regulations governing faculty members in Saudi universities, Al-Zubayni (2015) highlighted the 

most important determinants of academic freedom in the field of scientific research. Table 4 

highlights the determinants of academic freedom in scientific research based on university 

regulations. 

Table 4 

Determinants of Academic Freedom in Scientific Research 

Determinant Article 

 A teaching staff member can undertake researches that aim 

at enriching science and knowledge in all beneficial areas 

The Uniform Regulation for Scientific 

Research in Universities Article (2) 

When conducting research, a teaching staff member may 

involve postgraduate students, assistants, lecturers, and 

The Uniform Regulation for Scientific 

Research in Universities Article (2-w) 
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research assistants. 

A teaching staff member may conduct research related to 

the development plans in the Kingdom. 

The Uniform Regulation for Scientific 

Research in Universities Article (2-w) 

 A teaching staff member may take a one-year scientific 

leave to complete scientific research. 

The regulations governing the affairs of 

teaching staff members in Saudi 

universities Article (61) 

 A teaching staff member can attend conferences and 

seminars inside and outside the Kingdom. 

The regulations governing the affairs of 

teaching staff members in Saudi 

universities Article (67) 

A teaching staff member may go on a scientific mission 

(scientific communication) outside the university. 

The regulations governing the affairs of 

teaching staff members in Saudi 

universities Article (76) 

A teaching staff member may travel during the summer 

vacation to research an external university. 

The regulations governing the affairs of 

teaching staff members in Saudi 

universities Article (78) 

 Note. Adapted from determinants of academic freedom in Saudi universities in light of 

regulations for higher education, by Al-Zubayni, 2015, Copyright 2015 by Saudi Journal of 

Higher Education 

 

● Determinants of Academic Freedom in the Administrative and Financial Fields: 

Al-Zubayani (2015) explained the main determinants of academic freedom in the financial and 

administrative fields as in Table 5. 

Table 5 

 Determinants of Academic Freedom in the Administrative and Financial Fields 

Determinant Article 

A teaching staff member in the university as a member of the The regulations governing the affairs of 
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department council may recommend the appointment of 

lecturers, assistants, language teachers, and research 

assistants in their departments. 

teaching staff members in Saudi 

universities Article (7/8) 

A teaching staff member in the university as a member of the 

department board can recommend the appointment of 

teaching staff members in their departments. 

The regulations governing the affairs of 

teaching staff members in Saudi 

universities Article (15) 

A teaching staff member may participate in the delivery of 

non-systematic teaching units and receive a fee. 

The regulations governing the affairs of 

teaching staff members in Saudi 

universities Article (48) 

A teaching staff member may work during the summer 

vacation periods and is compensated financially during the 

vacation period. 

The regulations governing the affairs of 

teaching staff members in Saudi 

universities Article (49) 

A teaching staff member may take a one-year sabbatical 

leave every five years during which he receives his full 

salary and monthly relocation allowance. 

The regulations governing the affairs of 

teaching staff members in Saudi 

universities Article (49/63) 

A teaching staff member can serve as a part-time consultant 

for governmental, private, and regional organizations. 

The regulations governing the affairs of 

teaching staff members in Saudi 

universities Article (66) 

The teaching staff member may obtain secondment to 

governmental, private, and regional organizations. 

The regulations governing the affairs of 

teaching staff members in Saudi 

universities Article (71/72) 

Note. Adapted from determinants of academic freedom in Saudi universities in light of 

regulations for higher education, by  Al-Zubayni, 2015, Copyright 2015 by Saudi Journal of 

Higher Education 
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●  Tenure: 

 In the countries of the Arabian Gulf, all faculty members who hold the citizenship of the 

particular country they teach in are de facto tenured when they are hired, and non-citizen staff 

members are hired on contract basis and they cannot achieve tenure (Taha-Thomure, 2003). The 

non-staff members work under contract and not tenure in regard to the rules and regulations set 

by the Ministry of Higher Education. In Gulf universities, only nationals can automatically 

obtain tenure.  In contrast, all expatriates in Gulf universities are on contract and can never 

obtain tenure. (Massialas and Jarrar, 2016; Taha-Thomure, 2003). 

Under the new system in Saudi Arabia, jobs of faculty members and administrative staff 

will be transferred onto annual contract, raising the efficiency of workers in higher education 

institutions, including academics and administrators, by making their association with 

universities with annual contracts 

2.2.7 Conclusion 

  Academic freedom is the liberty granted by the State and the community to institutions of 

higher education to decide what and how to teach, and who will facilitate the process. The core 

elements for academic freedom comprise freedom for teaching, conducting research, and shared 

governance. The provisions in the privilege have been outlined in most of the constitutions of the 

nations of the world. For instance, in the European Union, the right to freedom of academics is 

enshrined in the constitutions of the respective member states. The privilege is granted to 

learning institutions based on the need of the facility to deliver quality services that have been 

customized to enhance humanity. Academic freedom preserves the integrity of the educational 

system by encouraging professors to abide by their intellectual commitments and pedagogical 



73 
 

philosophy. The term academic freedom has been closely related to freedom of speech based on 

meaning.  

Several theories were developed to advocate for educational liberty. In this research, the 

components of Searle’s classical theory of academic emancipation and the general theory were 

discussed to illustrate the benefits of allowing scholars to express their opinions about issues 

affecting the population freely. According to the classical theory of academic freedom, 

professors have the right to conduct research, to teach and publish without any form of state 

interference. Different models of academic freedom from diverse countries were compared to 

identify common elements among the models. The models that were explained comprise the 

Humboldtian model of universities and academic freedom, the British Model, the Latin America 

model of academic freedom, the United States model, and the model used in Arab and Muslim 

universities. The difference between Saudi universities and EU universities is in tenures in higher 

education institutions. For instance, the tenures in Saudi universities are strictly awarded to 

native citizens, while in EU the tenure is given to any faculty member who worked on probation 

as professor for a specified period. The perspective of academic freedom in contemporary higher 

learning institutions was explained as the emergence of academic freedom delving back into 

Greek civilization, Islamic civilization, and the foundation of academic freedom in universities, 

firstly in Europe and (via colonial expansion) elsewhere in the world. 
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2.3 Higher Education in Saudi Arabia 

2.3.1 Aims of Higher Education in Saudi Arabia 

The General Educational Policy of Saudi Arabia has 236 articles, and it comprises the 

goals and aims of education in Saudi Arabia, which are founded on the Islamic religion 

(Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Ministry of Education, 1995). Additionally, the policy states that the 

purpose of education in general is to satisfy the needs of Saudi society and reflect its cultural 

norms and ways of living. The purposes and goals of education in any country represent the 

cultural values and beliefs of its citizens. Some of the goals and purposes of education in Saudi 

Arabia include:  

a. Developing the doctrine of loyalty to God, by endeavoring to provide the student with 

Islamic culture, to be able to recognize her/his responsibilities before God for the Nation 

of Islam; to have valuable scientific and practical abilities.  

b. Preparing highly-qualified citizens, scientifically and intellectually able to perform their 

duty in the service of their country and the advancement of their nation, in the light of 

the right doctrine and principles of Islam.  

c. Providing an opportunity for talented students to have access to postgraduate studies of 

science disciplines.  

d. Playing a positive role in the field of scientific research, which contributes to the field of 

global progress in arts, science, and inventions and to find the right solutions appropriate 

to the requirements of life and the technological trends. 

e. Promoting research authorship and scientific production, adapting sciences that serve the 

Islamic idea and show leadership in building a civilization on valued principles, which 
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leads humanity to righteousness and enlightenment and avoids the distortions of physical 

and atheistic beliefs.  

f. Translating knowledge of science and the useful arts into the language of the Quran (i.e., 

Arabic) and developing the wealth of the Arabic language, to meet the needs of 

Arabization and make knowledge accessible to the largest number of citizens.  

g. Implementing training services and innovative studies to postgraduates who are in 

employment in order to introduce innovations to them (Education policy document in the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 1995). 

2.3.2 Organizational Structure 

The highest authority in Saudi higher education is the Ministry of Education. On the 29th 

of January 2015, a royal decree was issued by King Salman Bin Abdulaziz to merge the Ministry 

of Education with the Ministry of Higher Education into one ministry on behalf of the Ministry 

of Education and appoint Dr. Azzam al-Dakhil as its first minister for this new ministry. It is 

responsible for all kinds of education in Saudi Arabia. Education in Saudi Arabia has four 

characterizing qualities: an attention to the instruction of Islam, centralized system of control, 

state financing, and the general strategy of gender isolation (Smith and Abouammoh, 2013) 

2.3.3 System of Higher Education in Saudi Arabia 

Higher education in the Kingdom is largely based on state-run schools and universities 

where the language of instruction is Arabic. However, there are a few private institutions in the 

Kingdom, especially targeting the children of ex-patriots living in Saudi Arabia, where English is 

the preferred language of instruction. In technical and scientific studies, such as medicine and 

engineering, English is found to be the language of instruction in all schools in Saudi Arabia and 

is also a compulsory subject during higher education. Both the state and private schools are 
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increasingly using English over Arabic, or both English and Arabic, to prepare the students in 

Saudi Arabia for future challenges in a truly global economy. Currently, the Saudi labor market 

is largely self-sufficient, with a small number of people migrating out of Saudi Arabia. Saudi 

Arabia, however, has a large immigrant population within the country itself, with 30% of its total 

population coming from outside the Kingdom. A large part of the immigrant population works in 

finance and healthcare, where English is commonly used. Thus, with the increasing focus on 

English in schooling, now being preferred over Arabic, the Saudi administration is looking to 

reduce the need for the immigration workforce in these sectors and ensure that local Saudis can 

benefit from such opportunities outside the oil industry.  

 The academic year in higher education in Saudi Arabia is based on two-semester 

periods, much like the American system, with an option of a summer semester for students. 

Furthermore, higher learning in the Kingdom follows a pattern similar to the American system 

where associate degrees are based on a two-year structure. Bachelor’s degrees require four years, 

and master’s degrees require a two-year period to be accomplished. While a four-year Bachelor’s 

program may seem too long for students, countries, such as India have a three-year Bachelor’s 

degree, or a four-year Bachelor's cum Master’s degree, Taniguchi and Kaufman (2005) believe 

that a four-year degree is more suited for the academic development of young adults and 

provides them with more comprehensive learning and, thus, a higher chance of success to land a 

job and be successful in the job.  

According to Al Asmari (2014), science is the most prominent stream of education in 

Saudi Arabia. As oil is the most sought-after industry in the Kingdom, with the oil industry 

making up over 60% of Saudi Arabia’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP), many students start 

working in this sector right after high school and do not opt for higher education. However, with 
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the administration in Saudi Arabia now focusing on a knowledge-based economy and aiming to 

prepare itself for less dependence on the oil industry, the King has taken a personal interest in 

promoting and developing education in the country. More and more students are now being 

encouraged to pursue higher education, rather than working right after high school. Universities 

such as KAUST were specifically set up back in 2003 to promote education and higher learning 

in the field of science and technology. According to Durrani (2009), KAUST has fast become a 

center for excellence in the field of science and technology in the Middle East. With KAUST 

attracting over 60% foreign students, Saudi Arabia has managed to make technological 

advancements in the field of scientific research and helped the formation of various new start-up 

companies in the Kingdom such as “FalconViz” founded by former Ph.D. students at the 

University (King Abdullah University of Science and Technology, 2016) and which uses 

unmanned planes and helicopters for 3D surveying and mapping. This signals a clear move on 

part of the Saudi administration to envision an economy without a high reliance on the oil 

industry, which will run dry soon.  

2.3.4 Higher Education Background 

Higher education in KSA has gained special attention from the State due to its sense of 

duty towards the citizens to achieve desired developmental goals.Higher education  started in 

1949, upon the establishment of the Sharia College in Makkah, which was the core of higher 

education. The Directorate of Higher Knowledge and Teachers' College in Makkah followed 

this in 1952 and was converted into a Teacher Training College later on (Hakeem, 2012). Until 

1980, Sharia College and Teachers' College were under the supervision of the University of 

King Abdul Aziz in Jeddah. However, after the establishment of the Umm Al Qura University 

(UQU), they were supervised by UQU. In 1967-1968, higher education study for females at 
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UQU began as an external course (Intisab) in Islamic Law that aimed to produce well-qualified 

female teachers (Al-dawood, 1996). 

The mosques in the Kingdom were the only source of higher learning, along with 

homeschooling. The two main mosques in the country, Makkah Al Mukarramah, and Medina 

al Munawarah were the highest centers of higher education which saw different streams of 

education, including science. In 1949, King Abdulaziz Al Saud established the College of 

Islamic Science (as per the Shari’a) in the mosque of Makkah, followed by a Teachers’ College 

in 1952 at the same mosque. King Fahd Bin Al Saud, in 1953 (Crown Prince at the time), was 

appointed as the first minister in the Ministry of Education in KSA. This led to the foundation 

of the College of Islamic Science in Riyadh in the same year, followed by the College of 

Arabian Language and Literature in 1954. In 1957, Riyadh University (currently known as 

King Saud University) was established with only 21 students and a staff comprising nine 

people with King Fahd Bin Abdulaziz Al Saud as its first head. Soon, Saudi Arabia began 

seeing a rise in education, with several schools and colleges being established, the most noted 

one being the Islamic University in the mosque of Al Madinah in 1961 and King AbdulAziz 

University in 1967. In 1975, the Ministry of Higher Education was removed from the Ministry 

of Education to focus on higher education. However, in 2015, the Ministry of Higher Education 

was once again merged with the Ministry of Education. 
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Figure 3 

Growth in Universities (1989, 1999, and 2012) 

 

 Note. From “The development and advancement of higher education in Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia" by AI-Youb, 2017, : http://www.qswownews.com/2017/05/31/development-

advancement-higher-education-kingdom-saudi-arabia/. 

 

Figure 3 shows the growth in universities in the Kingdom classified as public and private 

universities. Public universities are those which are controlled by the State and receive their 

financing directly from the administration, whereas private universities are funded by private 

organizations or individuals. Private universities were set up in the Kingdom because public 

higher education sectors were unable to cope with increasing demand. 

 

 

 

http://www.qswownews.com/2017/05/31/development-advancement-higher-education-kingdom-saudi-arabia/
http://www.qswownews.com/2017/05/31/development-advancement-higher-education-kingdom-saudi-arabia/
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Figure 4 

Growth in Colleges (1989, 1999, and 2012) 

 

Note. From “The development and advancement of higher education in Kingdom of 

Saudi Arabia" by AI-Youb, 2017,: http://www.qswownews.com/2017/05/31/development-

advancement-higher-education-kingdom-saudi-arabia/. 

 

Figure 4 shows the growth in public and private colleges in the Kingdom. Colleges are 

part of higher learning and they contribute to the current improvement in the Kingdom. It can be 

seen that the Kingdom has seen a high growth rate in the number of new colleges between 1999 

and 2012. Thus, it can be clearly seen that educational reforms began in the Kingdom only after 

1999.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.qswownews.com/2017/05/31/development-advancement-higher-education-kingdom-saudi-arabia/
http://www.qswownews.com/2017/05/31/development-advancement-higher-education-kingdom-saudi-arabia/
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                         Figure 5 

 Ratio of Male and Female Students in the Kingdom (1999, 2004, 2009, 2010, and 2012) 

 

Note. From “The development and advancement of higher education in Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia" by AI-Youb, 2017, : http://www.qswownews.com/2017/05/31/development-

advancement-higher-education-kingdom-saudi-arabia/ 

 

Figure 6: Ratio of Male and Female Students in the Kingdom (1999, 2004, 2009, 2010, and 2012) 

 

Note. From “The development and advancement of higher education in Kingdom of 

Saudi Arabia" by AI-Youb, 2017, http://www.qswownews.com/2017/05/31/development-

advancement-higher-education-kingdom-saudi-arabia/ 

http://www.qswownews.com/2017/05/31/development-advancement-higher-education-kingdom-saudi-arabia/
http://www.qswownews.com/2017/05/31/development-advancement-higher-education-kingdom-saudi-arabia/
http://www.qswownews.com/2017/05/31/development-advancement-higher-education-kingdom-saudi-arabia/
http://www.qswownews.com/2017/05/31/development-advancement-higher-education-kingdom-saudi-arabia/
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Figures 5 and 6 show the ratio of male and female population from 1999 until 2012. The 

number of female students vis-à-vis male students was higher until 2009.  

In the era of King Abdullah (post 2006), higher education witnessed a major shift, with 

the introduction of a scholarship program. This program represented leadership interest in 

science and science students and provided solid evidence of the generous support for the higher 

education sector. Due to this support, the state has allocated billions of riyals to send students to 

the best universities abroad during the past ten years. Under the King Abdullah Scholarship 

Program, the Saudi Arabian government allotted 22 billion riyals (5.8 billion USD) to 

educational scholarships abroad (National Association for Foreign Student Affairs [NAFSA], 

2015). Sending students abroad is based upon required fields by developmental plans to obtain 

Bachelor’s, Master’s, and PhD degrees.  

2.3.5 The New University System in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

To achieve the objectives of the development plan and university’s strategic educational 

goals linked to Saudi Vision 2030, the Ministry of Education drafted the new 2017 university 

system as a substitute for the previous system of the Higher Education and Universities Council 

which was developed almost a quarter of a century ago. The objective of the new university 

system is to grant independence to all universities in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (New 

University System, 2020). The new University Bylaw enables all the universities to establish 

their independent education curriculums and procure accreditation. The universities will also be 

able to secure their financial resources and reduce dependence on the state budget and paid 

tuition (Alruwaili, 2020).  

Adoption and implementation of the new university system will also ensure improved 

performance and status of various universities in Saudi Arabia in conformity with the Kingdom’s 
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Vision 2030 (Albilad, 2019). The new system will significantly contribute to educational 

development specifically in the higher education research sector, while also leading to 

excellence, high-quality learning among Saudi Universities (Albilad, 2019). There will also be 

improved expenditure efficacy and financial resource development of Saudi universities as per 

the country’s Vision 2030. Universities will be able to approve their specialties and programs, 

develop endowments, create job opportunities, activate their resources, and enhance their outputs 

based on the requirements of the labor market. Similarly, the adoption of the new system will 

facilitate the opening of various branches of foreign universities within Saudi Arabia (Albilad, 

2019). For instance, foreign universities will be permitted to open branch campuses within KSA 

and operate under the new education system. However, the universities will be allowed to 

operate based on specific controls to enhance competition and raise the efficiency of the 

university education system (Saudi Gazette, 2019). The approach would be instrumental in 

improving the efficiency of spending and developing human capabilities for universities, hence 

aligning with the Kingdom’s Vision 2030. The Minister of Education stated that the new 

university system aims to create an institution that is better equipped to face challenges and meet 

all university requirements. The new system would address dispensing with bureaucratic, 

administrative, and financial obstacles and giving it increased mobility for developing the 

academic and educational system (Shar, 2017).      

To enable universities to fulfill their responsibilities of the ambitious Saudi 2030 Vision, 

they require greater independence in administrative and educational areas. In addition, it is clear 

that merging the Ministry of Higher Education and the Ministry of Education into one ministry, 

the Ministry of Education, for dealing with education matters gives it additional responsibilities 

which have the potential to distract from the development and improvement of performance. 
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Therefore, new university regulations should be rapidly implemented. Such regulations intended 

to include all features in the previous Higher Education Council system, for instance, financial 

and administrative independence, which allows universities to increase their revenues through 

endowments, gifts, and donations. This is in addition to conducting research projects as an 

income source for diversifying and financing higher education. This enables the progression of 

university programs and the development of their human resources, particularly regarding faculty 

members and the support provided to scientific research. Because of delays in issuing new 

university regulations, universities have started to incrementally transform as if they were 

educational institutions pertinent to the Ministry of Education. In the future, this could affect the 

major responsibilities and other expected development responsibilities (Al-Dawoud, 2017). 

The Ministry of Education was instructed by His Highness, the Crown Prince, Chairman 

of the Council of Economic Affairs and Development to draft a new system for universities that 

takes into account the contents and foundations of Saudi 2030 Vision and work to establish non-

profit universities that can rely on their financial and human resources (Al-Saleh, 2018). The 

Ministry of Education’s proposed university system represents a historic leap in the quality of 

higher education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The expectation is that universities will be 

able to address a great number of the issues because it is in line with the developed world’s 

university practices. The new system is expected to provide Saudi universities with real 

independence in their higher education and scientific research institutes. The new system will 

provide them with a new governance system to build their academic, financial, and 

administrative systems and regulations in accordance with their capabilities, as well as providing 

their State-approved general policies of economic and geographical conditions. In addition, the 

new system will drive universities towards positive competition with each other to improve the 
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educational process, develop systems and programs, and remain apace with labor market 

requirements. The new system will reduce the dependence of universities on the state budget and 

will drive them to seek out new sources of funding by collecting tuition fees for graduate studies 

programs, scientific research returns, endowment programs, and investment projects on campus 

and within university properties.    

Additionally, the new system will reduce administrative bureaucracy and rationalize 

expenditure; the jobs of faculty members and administrative staff will be transferred onto annual 

contracts under the social insurance system (Albilad, 2019).  

2.3.6 Saudi Vision 2030 for Higher Education 

Saudi Vision 2030 states that it is necessary to pay attention to raising educational 

outcomes and ensuring that students are qualified in cultural, technical, and scientific aspects. In 

addition, Vision 2030 states that, in order to reduce the gap between what the labor market 

requires and higher educational output, positive work principles must be promoted to allow 

students to achieve the work requirements of the government and the private sector. Strategic 

partnerships must also be built with international universities in scientific research, and via 

mutual visits to ensure the scientific communication and exchange of knowledge between 

universities in Saudi and other leading universities in scientific disciplines and the humanities 

(Vision 2030, 2017). 

Saudi Vision 2030 highlights the importance of developing advanced educational 

curricula which focus on basic skills, as well as developing talent, building personalities, 

monitoring progress levels, and publishing the results of indicators for measuring educational 

output levels on an annual basis. This is performed for monitoring, evaluating, and improving 

educational outcomes, and because a comprehensive database is required to monitor education 
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processes from early years up to advanced levels. It is necessary to work with specialists to 

guarantee that higher education outcomes are aligned with the labor markets’ requirements and 

to partner with entities which offer training opportunities for graduates on both a local and 

international basis. Additionally, platforms need to be built which address human resources in 

different sectors to increase the opportunities for training and qualification. This also indicates 

the need to work to develop job standards for each educational track (Saudi Vision 2030, 2016).    

2.3.7 Objectives of Saudi Vision 2030 for Higher Education: Saudi Vision 2030 Document 

1. At least five Saudi universities reach the top 200 international universities.  

2. Investing in education and providing male and female students with the knowledge and 

skills needed for future jobs. 

3. Creating a comprehensive database to monitor the students’ academic life starting from 

early education to the advanced stages.   

4. Bridging the gap between higher education outputs and labor market requirements.   

5. Guiding students towards appropriate jobs and career options.  

6. Providing the opportunity for student rehabilitation and the flexibility to move between 

different educational paths.  

7. Expanding vocational training to advance economic development.   

8. Focusing on scholarship opportunities in qualitative specializations at the most 

prestigious international universities.   

9. Enabling the students to achieve advanced results compared to the average international 

results.  
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2.3.8 Saudi Arabian Universities in World-Class Rankings  

Based on a study conducted by Smith and Abouammoh (2013), it is quite unfortunate that 

education systems and approaches in Saudi Arabia have been continuously criticized. This is 

especially with consideration of the quality of the education system, which the country now 

maintains. The major concerns are focused on curriculum content and on theoretical concepts 

and the teaching of academic subjects, resulting in the neglect of practical methods of teaching 

and learning (Smith and Abouammoh, 2013). 

Young individuals within Saudi Arabia require strong marketing and entrepreneurial 

skills, which the current educational system fails to deliver and instead focuses on the 

memorization, interpretation, and understanding of the Quran. Critics have maintained that 

although creativity and innovation are fundamental to development, the majority of young 

individuals still lack the knowledge and technical skills required by the private sector (Alyami, 

2014). In efforts to address the challenge of educational inadequacy within Saudi Arabia, the 

government developed the Tatweer reform program.  

The King Abdullah Public Education Development Project, commonly known as the 

Tatweer education reforms, was initiated in 2007 to improve the quality of learning and teaching 

in Saudi Arabia (Alyami, 2014). Tatweer literally means to develop. The reform program was 

created to promote the quality of learning and teaching by employing new teacher professional 

development initiatives (Tayan, 2017). The reform also entails the integration of new learning 

technologies in classrooms. The most significant aspect of Tatweer is developing greater teacher 

autonomy in state schools. Tayan (2017) explained that the new standards are developed to 

improve the student’s education and ultimately develop the overall quality of education. The 

long-term goal of the project is to produce generations of Saudis equipped with knowledge  
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The Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU) is compiled by the Shanghai 

Ranking Consultancy, a fully independent organization dedicated to research higher education 

intelligence and consultation (Shanghai Ranking Consultancy [SRC], 2019). The ARWU has 

been the official publisher of the global university academic ranking since 2009 and often 

presents the world’s top universities yearly through the use of a transparent approach and third-

party information (SRC, 2019). Based on the ARWU, four Saudi universities were among the 

top 500 institutions of higher learning globally: King Abdulaziz University, King Saud 

University, King Abdullah University of Science and Technology, and King Fahd University of 

Petroleum and Minerals (see Table 6).  

Table 6 

Saudi Universities in the Top 500 Globally, 2019 

Country Rank Institution World Rank 

1 King Abdulaziz University 101-150 

2 King Saud University 151-200 

3 King Abdullah University of Science and Technology 201-300 

4 King Fahd University of Petroleum & Minerals 401-500 

Note. Adapted from “Academic Ranking of World Universities 2019” by 

shanghairanking.com/World-University-Rankings, 2019, 

http://archive.shanghairanking.com/World-University-Rankings-2019/Saudi-

Arabia.html 

 

Working hard to reach a higher position in university rankings, mainly for the purpose of 

attaining higher standards, has always posed severe challenges and has thus become something 

of a concern among the authorities in Saudi universities who believe that university ranking is an 

excellent way of improving both the internal and external quality of their schools. There have 

http://www.shanghairanking.com/World-University-Rankings/King-Abdulaziz-University.html
http://www.shanghairanking.com/World-University-Rankings/King-Saud-University.html
http://www.shanghairanking.com/World-University-Rankings/King-Abdullah-University-of-Science-and-Technology.html
http://www.shanghairanking.com/World-University-Rankings/King-Fahd-University-of-Petroleum--Minerals.html
http://archive.shanghairanking.com/World-University-Rankings-2019/Saudi-Arabia.html
http://archive.shanghairanking.com/World-University-Rankings-2019/Saudi-Arabia.html
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been serious discourses and debates on ranking issues going on both within and outside the 

circles of the university community and environment since 2007 (Mazi and Altabach, 2013). 

While the criteria that are used to rank the universities have been criticized, the rank of 

the universities should be seen as an important value that determines the status and quality of the 

universities (Karran and Mallinson, 2019). Universities that have embraced the culture of 

academic freedom have been ranked among the best in the world, which include Oxford and 

Harvard. The contribution of such universities to the economies of their countries and the rest of 

the world has been great. The Saudi Arabia universities have to embrace academic freedom in 

the universities as a way of ensuring that they can achieve world-class university status. Having 

world-class universities means that students and staff from all over the world would be attracted 

to such universities. 

In summary, the Saudi universities would improve a lot in their global rankings, attract 

highly qualified professionals, and achieve quality graduates if they are guaranteed the academic 

freedom that they need. The privileges of academic freedom should extend to the choice of the 

leaders, research, and teaching activities in the universities. This will ensure that the universities 

can conduct credible research, teach the relevant curriculum, and have graduates who are open-

minded and who understand the world issues and how they can be handled best. Such academic 

freedom would ensure that the students do the courses that they like and get deep knowledge and 

experience, as well as learn facts about what they are to face in the workplace once they 

graduate.  

In the absence of academic freedom of research and the free exchange of information and 

ideas, it is difficult to conduct research and development. Therefore, the current Saudi 

educational system has failed to implement the significant aspects of academic freedom, as well 
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as promote the idea of creativity, discussions, and debate. Such actions have now turned out as 

the typical practices in the universities of Saudi Arabia.  

To improve the current situation, the Ministry of Education made radical changes, 

forming a new structure for universities in 2003, to cope with Saudi and global labor market 

trends. It managed to do so by conducting several programs, procedures, and short-, medium-, 

and long-term plans. Moreover, the Ministry established the National Commission for Academic 

Accreditation and Assessment (NCAAA) in 2003 to be responsible for academic accreditation 

and quality assurance in higher education institutions. Furthermore, the Ministry launched the 

“AFAQ'' program in 2009 with the hopes of climbing up the world rankings ladder. These 

initiatives are drafted with the aim of conducting studies into various disciplines that include 

management, infrastructure, job market, admission and capacity, organization, education and 

graduate education, and importantly scientific and community services. The 25-year plan was 

aimed to steer the country into a revamped higher education system characterized by inclusive 

and equality-based education (improved higher education for women), to tackle the country’s 

shortage of scientific knowledge and skills, and to boost scientific and engineering research. 

After formulation, the first steps in implementation of the initiatives were the establishment of 

new universities in Majamaa, Dammam, Shaqra, and Al Kharj, along with the creation of 49 

technical colleges and 142 vocational centers, as well as the launching of a women’s university 

that could be considered the largest globally.  

2.3.9 Financial Allocation to Education in Saudi Arabia 

Article 223 of the Education Policy Document in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia stipulates 

that education is free in all its forms and stages. The State does not charge tuition fees to 

university students for their education. The annual increases in education funding allocations 



91 
 

reflect the care and status of education in the comprehensive development process witnessed in 

all areas. The State grants monthly bonuses and benefits to students, and it provides female 

students enrolled in colleges with free transportation. Government allocations for higher 

education (universities) from the State budget are the main source of funding for universities. A 

special budget is prepared for government universities separately, and each university has its 

own 5-year plan separate from its annual budget, which is determined when the Council of 

Ministers approves the general budget.  

According to Oxford Business Group (2015), the educational sector was the highest 

spending in the country’s budget for 2015, with the overall anticipated expenditure of 25%. It is 

believed that the annual expenditure allocated for education had increased by about 3% (Oxford 

Business Group, 2015). The financial expenditure depicts the government’s efforts to enhance 

academic freedom within Saudi Arabia and to promote autonomy with the institutions of higher 

learning. Moreover, the measures were taken following the 11% reduction in annual net 

petroleum export revenues in the year 2014 (Oxford Business Group, 2015). Increasing financial 

allocation can enhance greater university independence and minimize universities' overreliance 

on government spending. The new system can allow the universities to have full autonomy over 

both academic and financial operations (Oxford Business Group, 2015). The independence will 

allow the universities to approve their programs and fields of specialization based on 

development needs and job opportunities in the region.  

2.3.10 Conclusion 

 Higher education in KSA has been a topic of debate within the country as the Kingdom 

looks to move into an economic era that is not highly dependent on its oil reserves. The 

administration has taken various steps in developing education in the Kingdom to help the sector 
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match the requirements of the job market. With the implementation of Vision 2030, it is 

expected that the Kingdom will be able to produce high-ranking higher education establishments 

and ensure that the development of education in the Kingdom is as per the King’s plan.  
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3 Chapter 3: Research Methods 

3.1 Introduction 

 This chapter provides a discussion of research methodology and justifies the choice of 

methods used for this research, as per the aims and objectives of the study. As opined by Kumar 

and Phrommathed (2005), the choice of methods used largely depends on the aims and 

objectives of the study, along with the type of data (primary or secondary; qualitative or 

quantitative) used for the research. In addition to drawing the research design and method, the 

chapter discusses available data collection methods including the research population, sampling 

approach, and interview methods in conducting the research study and also the justifications for 

using the chosen method. Subsequently, it highlights the techniques employed in obtaining the 

data aligned to achieving this research’s objectives and aims. Lastly, it highlights the procedure 

and expectation in conducting pilot study and ethical considerations followed while conducting 

this study. The purpose of this research project is to investigate faculty members’ understanding 

of academic freedom in Saudi Arabian universities, as well as to explore the extent or degree to 

which academic freedom is available to faculty members in Saudi Arabian universities and 

investigate the barriers faculty members face with respect to academic freedom in Saudi Arabian 

universities. 

3.2  Mixed Research Methods  

According to Creswell et al. (2007), mixed methods in research are an approach of 

investigation that combines or associates both the qualitative and quantitative forms. Since there 

are two approaches with antagonistic characteristics, they combine so that one will prevail over 

the other, while being able to complement each other in the presentation of results. This mixed 

methodology offers both statistical and qualitative benefits to research projects. To talk about 
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mixed methods, it is important to consider the concepts of each of the approaches: quantitative 

and qualitative. 

The quantitative research method "is a means for exploring and understanding the 

meaning of individuals or groups that ascribe to a social or human problem" (Creswell, 2009, p. 

4). For this type of research, quantitative data are of interest. When undertaking quantitative 

research, it is best to work with large samples, since the results obtained from such samples will 

represent the reality regarding the particular study’s population, and the quantitative approach 

uses statistics to describe and represent the data collected. This approach allows this study to 

measure the number of faculty members who understand academic freedom in Saudi Arabian 

universities. On the other hand, the qualitative research approach allows the research to delve 

deep into core and fundamental relationships. Based on Silverman’s (2016) assertion, qualitative 

methods involve naturalistic inquiry aimed to give meanings, metaphors, and descriptions 

seeking a deeper understanding of phenomena of the research in question. In this study the 

qualitative method is useful in examining university staffs’ understanding of academic freedom, 

as well as the degree to which they perceive academic freedom in Saudi Arabian universities.  

Qualitative research and quantitative methodologies allow the researcher to measure the 

orderliness and predictability of activities and decisions that occur in almost any situation 

(Pedhazur and Schmelkin, 1991). Moreover, using mixed methodologies enables better 

understanding of "how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their world, and 

what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 5). As such, employing a 

mixed research methods approach enables the researcher to use components from both methods 

to provide an insightful understanding of the problems and comprehensive investigation of the 

barriers of academic freedom (Creswell, 2009). 
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Table 7 

 Quantitative, Mixed, and Qualitative Methods 

Quantitative methods Mixed methods Qualitative research 

Pre-determined Both predetermined and 

Emerging method 

Emerging method 

Instrument-based questions Both open and closed 

ended questions 

Open-ended questions  

Performance data, attitude data, 

observational data, and census 

data 

Multiple forms of data 

drawing on all 

possibilities  

Interview data, observation data, 

document data, and audio-visual 

data 

Statistical analysis Statistical and text 

analysis 

Text and image analysis 

Statistical interpretation  Across databases 

interpretation 

Themes, patterns interpretation 

Note. Adapted from  Research designs: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches, by (Creswell, 2014). 

3.3 Research Design 

 According to Saunders et al. (2009), a research project is divided into many layers, just 

like an onion. For a study to successfully achieve its aims and objectives, each layer of the 

research has to be individually and critically examined and then applied in the study. The 

concept of a Research Onion which is further discussed in Figure 7, and a critical discussion 

follows later in this section. While authors such as Guba and Lincoln (1994) firmly believe that 

the choice of methods used for a research is of secondary importance, and that there are two 

basic choices for a researcher, which are either a qualitative or quantitative method, Saunders et 
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al. (2009) argue that there are deeper levels in the various layers of a research which need to be 

peeled off one by one to fulfill the aims and objectives of a research.  

 As seen from Figure 7, there are six main layers to the methods available for a research, 

which include research philosophies, approaches, strategies, choices, time horizon of the 

research, and data collection techniques and procedures. Each individual layer is critically 

examined and discussed in this section and the choice of each layer in the chosen methods is 

further justified.  

Figure 7 

 Research Onion 

 

Note. Adapted from Research methods for business students, by Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill 

, 2009, Pearson Education Limited. 

According to Edson et al. (2016), the philosophy used in a research project is based on 

the researcher’s own personal values and view of the world. Johnson and Clark (2006) observe 

that the researcher’s assumptions guide the manner in which the research strategy and approach 

is chosen, along with the aim of the study. Research philosophy deals with how one views 
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knowledge, and the process used to develop that knowledge (O'Gorman and MacIntosh, 2014). 

For example, if the aim of a research revolves around the uncovering of facts, which can be 

verified, the researcher is likely to adopt a philosophy. There are four main philosophies used in 

research as follows. 

3.3.1 Interpretivism  

Interpretivism or Interpretivist philosophy involves the researchers’ interpretation of 

elements in a study. For this reason, interpretivism philosophy incorporates human interest into 

the research. As indicated by Ryan (2018), interpretivist researchers assume that reality can only 

be accessed through social constructs, including instruments, language, shared meanings, and 

consciousness. The interpretivist philosophy emphasizes more on qualitative as opposed to 

quantitative research. Interpretivism, as opined by O'Gorman and MacIntosh (2014), is the 

philosophy which is primarily based on the use of qualitative data analyzed as per the 

interpretation and understanding of the researcher through a subjective analysis. 

3.3.2 Realism  

The realistic research philosophy is based on interpretivism and positivism. The realism 

viewpoint relies on the independence of the human mind from reality (Žukauskas et al., 2018). In 

realistic philosophy, researchers assume that scientific approaches are key in the development of 

knowledge. Realistic philosophy can be categorized into critical and direct realism. Critical 

realism postulates that people experience images and sensations of the real world (Žukauskas et 

al., 2018). Based on this philosophy, these images and sensations of the real world may not be 

accurate and could be deceptive. Conversely, direct realism is based on the assumption that 

people’s perceptions are the exact reality of the events outside their minds.  
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3.3.3 Pragmatism 

The pragmatist philosophy in research is centered on the development of valid research 

questions which are answered during the study, which helps the researcher clearly understand the 

aims and objectives of the study and, then, helps the researcher successfully achieve them. 

According to Saunders et al. (2009), the most significant predictor of your epistemology, 

ontology, and axiology is the research topic, based on pragmatic philosophy. One may be more 

suited than the other for addressing certain problems. 

3.3.4 Positivism  

Positivism refers to the philosophical view of natural scientists and involves the 

application of observable social realities to produce generalizations that are similar to laws 

(Žukauskas et al., 2018). Positivism provides the chance to develop accurate and unambiguous 

knowledge. The positivism research philosophy is difficult to understand precisely because of 

the varying settings in which researchers use this viewpoint. Positivism philosophy is based on 

quantifiable data, which is verifiable in nature and seeks to provide credible information through 

a series of observed data. Thus, the positivism philosophy is based on an objective analysis of 

quantitative data. The strategy used for research determines the structure of the study, so that the 

research reflects a planned structure, along with the right directional approach towards achieving 

the aims and objectives of the study. The strategy used in a research is the way the researcher 

determines the sample size and means of data collection, along with the method used to analyze 

the collected data.  

According to Taylor et al. (2015), there are two main approaches available for research: 

deductive and inductive. However, a third approach is also used sometimes, which combines 

both the approaches mentioned earlier and is referred to as the abductive approach (Bryman, 
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2015). The deductive approach to research involves the collection and analysis of raw 

quantitative data (Jackson, 2015). The researcher can employ statistical techniques to explore the 

nature and degree of the relationships between variables. The deductive approach provides 

patterns in the collected data that can be critically analyzed objectively. In addition, all the 

results and findings can be verified.   

 There are numerous strategies available to conduct a research project, the most popular 

ones being a case study strategy, cross-sectional study, survey strategy, and interviews. A case 

study strategy is normally used to build up a study involving a specific subject such as an 

organization (Kumar and Phrommathed, 2005) (e.g., the analysis of the performance of a specific 

company for a period). Hancock and Algozzine (2017) believe that the case study strategy is 

aimed at conducting an empirical investigation into the occurrence of data within a real-life 

situation, through the development of various models and existing literature on the subject. Thus, 

a case study strategy can be used to build up existing theories on a subject, which is not the 

primary aim of this study; hence, the case study strategy is not relevant in this context. A survey 

strategy, on the other hand, as opined by Taylor et al. (2015), revolves around the collection of 

primary data based on the respondent’s own beliefs or experiences. This research aims to 

investigate faculty members’ understanding of academic freedom at Saudi universities as well as 

explore the extent or degree to which academic freedom is available to faculty members in Saudi 

Arabian universities. Thus, the survey strategy is adopted for this study as the researcher believes 

it will provide the most relevant and unbiased data for the study. Details of the survey are further 

discussed over the course of this section.  

 The use of an inductive approach is extremely different from the deductive approach. The 

data collected for an inductive approach is generally secondary in nature and can be classified as 
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qualitative data, which is subjected to the researcher’s subjective interpretation of the data 

(Sekaran and Bougie, 2016). Since the data is examined using the interpretation of the 

researcher, the degree and nature of the results normally vary between different readers or 

researchers, depending on their own values and beliefs. The abductive approach is the 

combination of both deductive and inductive approaches (Bryman, 2015). In this case, the 

researcher collects both quantitative and qualitative data and uses a mixed methodology to 

analyze each type of data.  

3.4 Statistical Methods 

The researcher used descriptive statistics, chi-square tests, and t-test. Descriptive statistics 

were used to describe the participants’ demographic characteristics. Chi-square was used to 

determine the association between the dependent and independent variables. According to 

Onchiri (2013), the chi-square test is suitable for evaluating the association between dependent 

and independent variables. Also, the chi-square test of independence was used to determine if 

there was a significant relationship between the two variables. Research indicates that paired and 

independent samples t-tests are useful in determining the differences in means between 

dependent and independent variables (Creswell, 2014). A t-test inferential statistic was applied to 

establish if there is a significant difference between the means of two groups. 

There are two time horizons available for research, which are longitudinal and cross-

sectional. A cross-sectional time horizon is based on a specific point in time, for example, how a 

subject believes the present degree of academic freedom in KSA is. A longitudinal study would 

take two data points at different times and try to assess the change over time. For example, we 

could gather data on academics’ opinions of academic freedom, in 2020, and then repeat the data 

gathering exercise in 2025 and see what changes had occurred. Both time horizons are 



101 
 

observational in nature, implying that the researcher does not interfere with the subject’s 

responses and merely collects the data without disturbing the respondents or influencing them in 

any way. The researcher has adopted the cross-sectional approach for this research as the survey 

is designed in a manner to collect data and information from the respondents.  

 To achieve the aims and objectives of the study, the collected data needs to be presented 

and analyzed in a logical manner as well as presented in a way that is easily understood by the 

reader(s). Therefore, the collected data will be represented through frequency tables showing 

how the respondents responded to each question in the survey, and, then, the data will be 

presented graphically through various charts and diagrams. Furthermore, the percentage and 

means for the responses to each question of the survey will be calculated. The study used t-test 

and chi-square for analyzing the collected data. The analysis is done through IBM’s Statistics 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), and the results are then critically discussed.   

 The chi-square test is a bivariate statistical model which measures the significance in the 

observed differences between two groups of data (in this case two independent variables) and 

helps the researcher measure the categories in which the difference may occur (McHugh, 2013). 

The chi-square test is often conducted on data which can be represented through a frequency 

table (as in this case) and have a varied degree of responses which are unequal in nature (Patten, 

2017). Since this test provides detailed information about the responses, as well as the degree of 

variations of the responses, this test is found to be the most important analytical tool for the 

researcher in this study.  

 The second statistical test used in this study is the t-test. This function examines the 

statistical difference between the means of two variables and how the average response may 

differ between the two groups (Lowry, 2014). The t-test results are represented as a ratio, where 
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the top part of the ratio is the mean difference of the two groups and the bottom part represents 

how the scores vary or are dispersed (Pituch et al., 2015).  

A test was performed at a significance level of 0.05. A statistically significant test result 

(P ≤ 0.05) would imply that the test was false and should be rejected. For example, a 0.05 

significance level would mean that academic freedom is present in Saudi Arabia, hence rejecting 

this finding. The rationale of the significance level testing is to answer the research question.  

3.5 Data Collection Methods 

Sampling is an important part of any research method, as the study cannot contain the 

entire population owing to time and budget constraints. Hence, researchers select a small part of 

the total population, known as a sample, to accurately depict the behavior, thoughts, and opinions 

of the entire population. This survey used a purposeful random sampling. The survey was 

adopted from a survey previously created by Karran to look into academic freedom in the EU, 

and small changes were made to suit this study sample in Saudi Arabia (Karran, 2009).  

 https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ScademicFreedomSurvey 

A comparison between the EU and Saudi Arabia is appropriate because of the existing 

dataset. The comparison between Saudi Arabia and the EU is based on the supposition that most 

countries in Europe were pioneers of education and academics when compared to the USA. 

Moreover, the political systems and cultures between the two regions are different, hence the 

need for a comparative analysis. Academic freedom is a contested concept in the Middle East, 

but it emerged first in the European nations. Countries that have adopted academic freedom have 

borrowed from European nations. Therefore, a comparison of academic freedom in Saudi Arabia 

with other European nations is appropriate.  

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ScademicFreedomSurvey
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A comparative approach is a research methodology applied in the social sciences to 

make contrasts across different cultures and countries. In comparative research, data sets from 

two different countries can be used to correlate findings (Davis and Porter, 2017). Therefore, 

comparisons serve as a tool for creating classifications of phenomena and for finding if shared 

phenomena can be explained by the same causes. A comparative analysis was applied to 

enhance understanding of academic freedom in Saudi Arabia by placing its familiar structures 

and routine against those of countries in the EU, including Spain (Davis and Porter, 2017). The 

comparison was important in heightening awareness of other cultures, education systems, and 

patterns of acting. The goal of the comparative approach was to understand how other countries 

have addressed the issue of academic freedom in higher learning. 

The survey was formulated on Survey Monkey and then translated to Arabic by the 

researcher to be easy for the participants to understand. This survey has used purposeful random 

sampling. Information on the url of the surveys was sent out through emails to faculty members 

of various universities in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and the surveys completed in time were 

automatically selected as part of the results and findings of the study. As the survey was sent 

only to faculty members in universities, it was purposeful, and yet random, as there were no 

filters applicable on the acceptance criteria of the surveys.  

The email which contains a link to the survey was sent to around 20,000 people who 

were faculty members across various universities in Saudi Arabia. They have been given 

information about the survey and how to access the link. 425 responses were received, and the 

participants and setting of the survey are further discussed in the latter section of this study. The 

survey comprised 57 questions, but later I decided to use only related questions rather than using 

all of them; 31 questions were mostly close-ended in nature, implying that the respondents had 
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multiple-choice options for the questions and could choose an option, which would best suit their 

own experience. The fifty-seven questions in the survey were divided into four sections: Section 

A: Academic Freedom in Your Department/Faculty, Institution; Section B: Your Personal 

Experiences of Direct Challenges to Academic Freedom; Section C: Some Questions about You; 

and, finally, Section D: Your Academic Work and Responsibilities. The last two sections 

(Sections C and D) were based on some personal information of the respondents such as their 

gender, age, role in the university, and their personal responsibilities. The first two sections were 

largely based on their personal experiences of, and encounters with hindrance to, academic 

freedom in the Kingdom (particularly Section B). Section A consisted mainly of the respondents’ 

experiences within their universities or affiliations. The survey was carried out through Survey 

Monkey with each section of the survey beginning on a new page, which the respondents could 

fill in at their most convenient time. The results of the survey were automatically posted in the 

online database for easy access to the researcher. Some of the benefits of using an online survey 

are discussed below. Online surveys are extremely popular owing to the advantages associated 

with them. The survey is available on Survey Monkey, one of the most popular survey websites 

around the world, and can be accessed at https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/FZLPDXR. 

The advantages of using an online survey are described by Taylor et al. (2015) as 

follows: 

● The data collected using an online survey is captured much faster compared to traditional 

surveys, as the data is automatically collected electronically.  

● There is little or no cost associated with online surveys, and the researcher saves money 

on postage and handling charges, as well as saving time in entering all the collected data 

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/FZLPDXR
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in a database, as the data collected through the online survey is automatically entered into 

a database.  

● As the participants enter their responses directly into the system, there is virtually no 

chance of errors in reading and transcribing the responses, compared to traditional means 

where there may be an oversight or typographical error by the researcher when data is 

entered into the database.  

● The results of the survey can be easily analysed and accessed anywhere in the world. 

Additionally, there are several online tools available in Survey Monkey such as graphs 

and charts which can easily be prepared for the collected data.  

● The participants in a survey can use the online survey to complete it as per their own 

convenience and time, rather than at a specific time, in the case of telephonic or face to 

face surveys which must be completed at a specific time only.  

● The collected data can be easily exported into statistical packages such as SPSS for 

analysis by the researcher.  

● Online surveys can be easily customized as per the target audience, and questions can be 

easily replaced after a pilot study (if changes are required) compared to traditional 

methods which involve a time-consuming process.  

Some of the disadvantages of using online surveys as described by Evans and Mathur, 

(2005) include: 

● Technological variations 

● Privacy issues 

● Skewed attributes of internet population 

● Unclear answering instructions  
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● Low response rates 

● Questions about sample selection and implementation 

● Respondents lack of online expertise 

3.6 Interview 

Based on the preliminary results of the questionnaire, it became clear that the research 

would benefit from the inclusion of qualitative data. Hence, it was decided to adopt a mixed 

method approach and conduct interviews. Interviews are a widely used tool for collecting data 

when carrying out qualitative studies. Wethington and McDarby (2015) define interviews as an 

oral communication that takes place between the interviewer and the interviewee. Marshall et al. 

(2013) assert that in an interview, there can be two or more people. The interviewer asks 

questions while the interviewee responds to the questions. Interviews do provide an avenue to 

understanding the experiences of people (Grossoehme, 2014). In other words, interviews enable 

researchers to explore the perspectives of the respondents. Spradley (2016) contends that in so 

doing, interviews provide the opportunity for understanding the reality about the target 

phenomena. According to Frels and Onwuegbuzie (2013), interviews are premised on the fact 

that the viewpoints of other people are invaluable and thus cannot be assumed or taken for 

granted. 

Hawkins et al. (2017) reiterate that interviews are geared towards developing the primary issues 

for generating data that is authentic. Further, interviews provide a realistic insight into the life 

experiences of other people (Robinson, 2014). There are two types of interviews: structured and 

semi-structured interviews (Flick, 2013). Structured interviews are considered restrictive because 

they limit the participants to specific pre-developed responses. Because respondents have 

selected responses to choose from, they cannot expound or clarify their answers. Semi-structured 
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interviews are preferred because they give a respondent a means to express his/her personal 

opinion, beliefs, experiences, attitudes, and feelings among other factors (Irvine et al., 2013). It is 

imperative to point out that semi-structured interviews are very flexible, and the interviewer can 

ask questions in a manner that does not offend the interviewee (Brinkmann, 2014). The 

researcher uses semi-structured interviews to elicit responses that give a holistic understanding of 

the respondent’s situation (Malterud et al., 2016). Furthermore, semi-structured interviews are 

applied to explore areas of interest for further investigation. 

Table 8 

 Interview as a Data Collection Method 

Interview Option within type Advantages Limitation 

Face to face – one on one, 

in-person interview. 

Telephone – researcher 

interview by phone. 

Focus group – researcher 

interviews participants 

group. 

E-mail – internet 

interview. 

Useful when participants 

cannot be observed. 

Participants can provide 

historical information. 

Allow researcher control 

over the line of 

questioning. 

Provides indirect information 

filtered through the views of 

interviewees. 

Provides information in a 

designated place rather than a 

natural field setting. 

Researcher’s presence may bias 

responses. 

Not all people are equally 

articulate and perceptive. 

Note. Adapted from Research designs: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches, by 

(Creswell, 2014). 

The interviews were conducted in the Arabic language for the Saudi Arabian group. 

Considering the high numbers of faculty members in Saudi Arabia, this study used the non-

probability sampling, which was based on the availability and convenience of the Saudi Arabian 
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faculty members. According to Elfil and Negida (2017), convenience sampling is reliant on the 

participants’ availability and accessibility. This means that the non-probability sampling 

technique is an inexpensive, quick, and convenient method for use in this study. This type of 

sampling procedure is also known as self-selection sampling or the volunteer sampling. 

According to Saunders et al. (2009), self-selection allows the recruitment of the subjects 

based on convenience and availability. Faculty members from the university were targeted, 

identified, and recruited for the interviews. Members were invited to take part in the interview. 

The researcher interviewed 15 interviewees comprising 7 male and 8 female faculty members. 

The researcher interviewed the female participants but, due to the cultural differences in 

Saudi Arabia and the gender separation policy, the researcher had to ask her cousin to interview 

male participants, after training him on how to conduct the interviews. Additionally, he was 

given explicit instructions to contact the researcher, by mobile phone, if any participants needed 

to talk to the researcher. The data collected through interviews was transcribed to written text in 

Arabic, and then it was translated into English by a professional translator. The researcher read 

and re-read all the information provided by the participants in order to obtain a general sense of 

the information. The researcher has gone through the computer file of transcript, comments, and 

questions as well as developed themes and sub-themes for analysis. 

3.7 Pilot Study 

According to Yin (2013), a pilot study can be defined as a soft research tool for 

researchers and scholars to test their research method before starting the actual research. The 

pilot study helps the researcher discover gaps in the research methods used, and the researcher 

can then modify the methods used in the pilot study to ensure a robust methodology for the 

actual research. In this case, the researcher used a survey strategy to conduct the research. The 
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researcher conducted a pilot study in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to test the research 

instruments. The pilot study was conducted in December 2015. The participants of the pilot 

study included two PhD students and three members of the faculty at the university. The pilot 

study was conducted to establish the validity and reliability of the survey tool. Thus, the 

preliminary study was important for the research instrument used in the quantitative study. A 

few modifications were made to the survey used in the pilot study as per the feedback of the 

participants. The final copy of the survey used in this study contained the modifications based 

on the problems identified in the pilot study. This has led to more accurate questions and better 

results, to the best knowledge of the researcher.  

Pilot study for the structured interview was not necessary. In most cases, pilot studies are 

not conducted in qualitative studies. Moreover, the appropriateness of the interview questions 

was already established. For example, the investigator consulted with a colleague to find 

whether the questions aligned with the study’s objective.  

3.8 Ethical Considerations of the Study 

 As academic freedom is a sensitive issue, it is important to maintain the privacy of 

respondents and adhere to the ethical requirements of conducting a social survey. The names and 

other personal information about participants have not been revealed during the survey. 

Additionally, the necessary ethical approval for conducting the survey had been obtained by the 

researcher on the 23rd of September 2015 from the University of Lincoln. The ethics form is 

attached in the Appendix. Additionally, the researcher has followed all the norms of conducting a 

research in line with university policies and has not collaborated with any third party for this 

research outside the researcher’s supervisor for this research. All results and findings are 
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declared to be genuine, and all secondary sources of information have been duly referenced and 

are verifiable.  

3.9 Response Rates 

 Out of the 23539 people who were sent the survey, responses were received from 531 

people, which is 4.4% of the expected sample. The time allocation was estimated to take between 

25 and 30 minutes to complete. It was later discovered that some of the e-mails were sent to 

academics who were no longer working in Saudi Arabia, which reduced the chances of receiving 

more completed surveys. Therefore, the total sample size of this survey was 531. The sample 

size was appropriate for the quantitative study. At a confidence level of 95% and a margin error 

of 5%, the least ideal sample size from a population of 23,539 would be 378. Therefore, a sample 

of 531 faculty members lied within the anticipated size for this study. Also, with a confidence 

level of 99%, the ideal sample size would have been 645 people. According to Taherdoost, 

(2016), the typical levels of confidence applied in research are 95% (0.05: Z = 1.96) or 99 

percent (0.01: Z = 2.57). A 95% confidence level was selected because it would imply that 95 

out of 100 samples had the true population value within the margin of error of 5%.  

3.10 Conclusion  

This chapter has provided a comprehensive discussion of the methods that were 

employed in this study. For this study, the mixed methods design was adopted to explore faculty 

members’ perspectives and experiences on academic freedom in Saudi universities. The chapter 

also presents the data collection procedures and statistical analysis tests that were used. Data was 

collected using a questionnaire and interview. Statistics analysis was conducted using descriptive 

statistics, chi-square, and t-tests at 0.05 significance level. 
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4 Chapter Four:  Results of Quantitative Data Analysis 

4.1 Introduction 

Saudi Arabia is continuously transforming its mainly oil-based economy into a more 

diversified and knowledge-based one. To achieve this goal, the government has increased its 

investment in universities, which play a central role in Saudi Arabia’s quest to achieve Vision 

2030. However, the slow reforms and unclear state of academic freedom is threatening to derail 

this goal. The purpose of this study was to evaluate academic freedom in Saudi Arabia in 

comparison to the EU nations. The study employed a quantitative, mixed methods research 

design to explore factors surrounding the experiences of the faculty concerning academic 

freedom. Data analysis was conducted through descriptive statistics, Chi-Square tests, and 

Cramér’s V statistic. The Cramer’s V is a non-parametric statistic often used in operations 

involving cross-tabulated table data. The statistic measures the correlation or effect size for 

cross-tabulated data when the variables of interest have more than two levels (Kearney, 2017). 

The study included a random sample of 5746 participants: Saudi Arabia (n = 425) and EU (n = 

5321). The findings indicated that the SA group had lower personal knowledge of academic 

freedom issues compared to their EU counterparts. Besides, the SA group perceived that issues 

in academic freedom were less important for them and were exposed to more threats from their 

institutions because of their academic views. These findings could significantly influence 

policymaking in Saudi Arabia, thus, strengthening academic freedom. 

This chapter presents the quantitative findings, as well as a discussion on the results. It 

specifically discusses the procedures involved in data analysis and the respective data 

presentation and interpretation of the study findings. The research data was analyzed to explore 

and evaluate the factors surrounding the experiences of the faculty concerning academic 
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freedom. The research focused on the perceptions concerning academic freedom within the 

members of university faculties, academic leadership, and management of the departments. The 

results for this study have further been reported according to the participation and the descriptive 

statistics of the academic freedom experiences and the demographic variables. The previous 

chapter provided a descriptive analysis of the study sample. This chapter will describe the 

validity and reliability aspects of research and the process of data screening. The data that was 

acquired from the study’s survey was presented and entered into version 22 of the SPSS software 

package for purposes of evaluating, processing, and answering the research questions and 

objectives. Descriptive statistics for the study were analyzed for all the variables. The study 

employed several statistical methods such as the t-test and the chi-square. 

The significance level for the tests that are applied in this research study was fixed at 5%. 

With a 95% confidence level, there is one chance in 20 that we would get a false positive result.  

In this analysis, the significance level for the tests was set at 5%; however, where the 

significance of a statistical test is greater than 5% (for example, where it is 1%), this will be 

reported.  The decision to use a 5% (as opposed to a 1% or 10% significance level) is arbitrary 

but as Gall et al. (2007) and Cowles and Davis,(1982)  report, a 5% significance level is 

invariably used in studies of this kind, and across the social sciences. Nonetheless, when the 

results had a significance level at 1%, the study utilized the results in its findings. The 5% 

significance level has been supported by researchers such as Bryman (2008). They agree that the 

cut-off at a 5% of the significance level is acceptable, especially for research studies in the 

discipline of social sciences. Further, the results have been presented and interpreted based on 

the objectives of the research study to answer the research questions. 
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4.2 Missing data, Accuracy of Data, & Screening of Data 

Each data point was counterchecked to ensure accuracy in the process of data entry, and 

the maximum and minimum values were checked for individual variables. There were cases of 

missing values, and a decision was reached to exclude cases that had missing values within the 

data set. The initial sample size was 531 participants, but after excluding cases which had 

incomplete data, the final sample comprised 425 responses. 

4.3 Ordinal Data Analysis for Independent Variables 

The descriptive statistics are used in a frequency method count for individual 

classification. Additionally, the standard deviation and the mean of the cumulative academic 

freedom subscales for SA and the EU are calculated for all the categories of the research 

variables. The cumulative subscales are derived from the specified variables of interest, in both 

the EU and SA, associated with elements of academic freedom. In most instances where there 

were only two categories of the research variables, the t-test statistic was used in the 

identification of the differences between the classifications. Moreover, for cases where there 

exist two categories, a chi-square test was conducted based on the presence against the absence 

of academic freedom as calculated by the two groups of respondents from SA and EU. 

4.4  Nominal Data Analysis for Independent Variables 

Nominal data is representative of the categories of the research study, whereby one of the 

research groups is not related to the other research group. In this type of analysis, descriptive 

statistics are used in a frequency form for every individual categorical count, whereby the 

standard deviation and the mean of the two groups: SA and the EU have their academic freedom 

experiences calculated for each variable. For instances that had an independent variable, the 

independent t statistic was performed for purposes of identifying the existing differences 
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between the categories. For instances where only two categories exist, a chi-square statistical test 

for independence was carried out based on the absence, as against the presence, of academic 

freedom as provided by the two groups: SA and the EU. 

4.5 Participation 

The study had a total participant number of 5746. The respondents from SA had a total of 

425, while the respondents from the EU had a total number of 5321. Out of the respondents who 

indicated their gender, SA reported a total number of 423 participants, while the EU recorded a 

total of 5189 participants. The male population from SA who took part in the study involved 229 

(54.1%) men, while the female had a lower percentage of 45.9%, where 194 females responded 

to the research survey. On the other hand, the EU had a total of 3160 males who participated in 

the survey, with a percentage of 60.9. At the same time, the female recorded a low percentage of 

39.1, whereby the EU female population that responded to the research survey totaled 2029 

women. The difference between the number or percentage of women in the SA (194 or 45.9%) 

and EU (2029 or 39.1%) samples was statistically significant, relevant to the different sample 

sizes. 

4.6 Statistical Data Processing 

The collected research data was entered into a computer to perform the necessary 

statistical data analysis. The research applied descriptive statistics and chi-square tests. 

Descriptive statistics included means and standard deviations, which were used to describe the 

participants’ demographic characteristics. The means were also used to compare differences and 

the SPSS Crosstabulation procedure was used to evaluate the association between the EU and SA 

frequencies. Pearson’s chi-square statistics were used to determine whether there is a significant 
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association between frequencies from the two countries. The mean is calculated by dividing the 

sum of all items with n, the number of items (Campbell and Swinscow, 2011) 

=
𝑆𝑢𝑚 𝑜𝑓 𝑎𝑙𝑙 𝐼𝑡𝑒𝑚𝑠

𝑁𝑢𝑚𝑏𝑒𝑟 𝑜𝑓 𝐼𝑡𝑒𝑚𝑠
 

The standard deviations and the means were calculated for the cumulative numbers of the 

study cases, and each case was categorized according to their mean values (Campbell and 

Swinscow, 2011)  

= 𝛴 √(𝑋 −  𝜇)2

𝑁
 

Chi-Square analysis was done for this study in order to control any significant differences 

in the demographic and work-based experiences in terms of academic freedom within the 

faculties in Saudi Arabia. Moreover, the chi-square test was more preferred based on its 

appropriateness in significance testing, especially in cases where the data is in frequency form 

with an occurrence of two or more exclusive and mutual sets. In this study, the chi-square was 

used in comparing the data proportions that were observed and provided by the respondents in 

the study’s survey on the extent of academic freedom in Saudi Arabia. 

4.7 Results and analysis of questionnaire items regarding the protection of academic 

freedom at Saudi universities. 

The second question in the survey was: Does the department/faculty/center/institute in which you 

work have an official policy document on academic freedom?. The results                                                                   

were shown in Table 9 
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Table 9 

Existence of Official Institutional Policy Document for Academic Freedom. 

Responses Group 

SA % EU% 

No 40.6 33.3 

Yes 8.4 13.4 

I do not know 51.0 53.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 

Mean 2.10 2.20 

Chi-Square 

value 

χ2  =14.363 

Cramer's V .050 

Df 2 

p-value 0.001 

Significant at the 1% Level 

 

Based on the findings in table 9, over half of the participants from both groups, SA (51%) 

and EU (53.3%), did not know of the existence of an official institutional policy document for 

academic freedom. A large proportion of participants indicated that the policy document does not 

exist; SA (40.6%) and EU (33.3%). Only a few participants, SA (8.4%) and EU (13.4%) 

acknowledged the existence of the policy. The Chi-squared statistic shows that the difference 

between the EU and the SA responses to this question was significant at the 1% level.  These 

results could have resulted from the lack of concepts of academic freedom in both the 

Constitution and the legislation in Saudi Arabia.  
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The next question focused on respondents’ opinions about whether their department /faculty 

/center/institute has an official policy document outlining the protection for academic freedom, 

and whether they believed that academic freedom is protected within the academic unit in which 

their work 

Tables 10 and 11 show the participants’ responses regarding the level of protection for 

academic freedom within their institution on a scale of 1 (very low) to 9 (very high). 

Table 10 

 Level of Protection for Academic Freedom in Respondents’ Institutions. 

 Very Low Level of Protection                       Very High Level of Protection 

 

Responses 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Total 

Group SA 14.6 7.5 12.2 10.6 29.6 8.2 10.8 3.5 2.8 100% 

EU 3.9 4.4 5.2 5.5 19.4 10.4 20.3 18.9 12.1 100% 

 

Table 11 

 Level of Protection for Academic Freedom in Respondents’ Institutions. 

Responses Group 

SA EU 

Generally Low Level of Protection 

Categories 1 to 3 

34.3 13.5 

Average Level of Protection 

Categories 4 to 6% 

48.4 35.3 

Generally High Level of Protection 

Categories 7 to 9% 

17.1 51.3 
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Mean 4.36 6.11 

Chi-Square value χ2  =279.3 

T-test 16.288 

Cramer's V .220 

Df 8 

p-value .000 

Significant at a 1% Level 

 

Based on the survey, 14.6% of the respondents in the SA group believed that academic 

freedom had the lowest level of protection in their country, compared to only 4% of the EU 

respondents.  Similarly, only 2% of the respondents for the SA group believed that academic 

freedom in their country had the highest level of protection for academic freedom. In 

comparison, the comparable figure for the EU states was four times as great at 12%. The data in 

table 10 was truncated by summing the responses into three categories: Low (1-3), medium (4-

6), and high (7-9). As shown in Table 11  there are significant differences between the SA and 

EU respondents’ perceptions of whether academic freedom is protected within their academic 

unit (χ2 (2) = 279.3, p < 0.001). However, the Cramér’s V coefficient (0.22) was below 0.5, 

indicating that the association was weak. Implying that the obtained χ2 value (279.3) was 

statistically significant at a 1% level of significance, the Cramer’s V statistic (.220) offers a 

minimum threshold for suggesting there is a relationship between the two variables. Even though 

the observed association is weak, its existence should not be overlooked. 
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Cramer’s V statistic: 

⮚ V= 0.1 to 0.3 implies a weak association 

⮚ V= 0.4 to 0.5 shows medium association 

⮚ V> 0.5 indicates strong association 

A large proportion of participants from both groups, SA (48.4%) and EU (35.3%), 

believed that academic freedom within their academic unit has average protection. Conversely, 

there were clear differences between the SA group (34.3%) reporting a low level of protection, 

compared to 13.5% for the EU respondents. Concerning high protection levels, the EU cohort 

(51.3%) reported increased rates compared to the SA cluster (17.1%). The difference can be 

attributed to undeveloped concepts concerning academic freedom in SA’s constitution and 

legislation. By contrast, the EU nations are characterized by advanced constitutional and 

legislative protection policies for academic freedom.  

Following on from the assessment of academic freedom, Question 4: asked whether complaints 

by staff regarding academic freedom violations in their institution could be directed to an 

institutional and/or department/faculty grievance body and Table 12 shows an analysis of the 

responses for the two countries concerning the existence of an internal grievance body.  

Table 12 

Existence of an Institutional and/or Department/Faculty Grievance Body. 

Responses Group 

SA EU 

No 23.8 16.1 

Yes 29.4 30.8 

I do not know 46.9 53.0 
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Total 100.0 100.0 

Mean 2.23 2.37 

Chi-Square value χ2  =16.97 

Cramer's V .054 

Df 2 

p-value <0.001 

  Significant at a 1% Level 

 

As shown in Table 12 there is a significant difference between respondents’ and their 

perceptions of whether complaints by staff regarding academic freedom violations in their 

institution were directed to an institutional and/or department/faculty grievance body( χ2(2) = 

16.97, p < 0.001). A Cramér’s V coefficient score of 0.054 further confirmed these findings by 

indicating that the association between the two groups was rather minimal (0.054< 0.1).  

Over half of the participants from both groups, SA (46.9%) and EU (53%) did not know 

whether complaints by staff regarding academic freedom violations in the institution were 

directed to an institutional or department/faculty grievance body. The majority of the remaining 

respondents reported the existence of such bodies, with the figure for the SA group (29.4%) 

being slightly lower than the EU group (30.8%). By contrast, 23.8% of participants from the SA 

group and 16.1% from the EU group reported that such a body did not exist in their institutions.  

So, once again, the data shows that in SA universities staff are less likely to have an internal 

body to which they can report problems relating to academic freedom. 

Following on from this, Question 5 asked whether staff thought that the level of protection for 

academic freedom in their higher education institutions has changed in recent years. The table 
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below shows responses concerning the changing protection of academic protection in their 

countries. This question required respondents to reflect whether the protection for academic 

freedom at their institution and department had risen, fallen, or remained constant in recent 

years. The results are shown in Table 13, and show that there are clear differences between the 

SA and EU cohorts. 

Table 13 

Changes in the Protection for Academic Freedom. 

Responses Group 

SA EU 

I do not know/cannot say 50.1 28.7 

Greatly diminished 9.0 9.9 

Diminished 7.9 27.4 

Remained unchanged 20.0 28.7 

Increased 12.8 4.7 

Greatly increased 0.2 0.7 

Total 100 100 

Mean 2.37 2.73 

Chi-Square value χ2  =180.7 

Cramér’s V .177 

Df 5 

p-value <0.001 

Significant at a 1% level 
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Compared to 28.7% of the EU respondents, 50.1% of participants in the SA group did not 

know or were unable to say that the protection for academic freedom at the institutional, faculty, 

and departmental level has changed in recent years.  On the other hand, 37.3% of the EU group 

indicated that the protection for academic freedom has diminished compared to 16% for the SA 

group. This may be due to low awareness of academic freedom among staff at SA universities. 

However, very surprisingly, perhaps, 13% of SA respondents say academic freedom has 

increased compared to only 5.4% in the EU group. Nonetheless, there is a significant portion 

acknowledging no change: SA (20%) and the EU (28.7%). Hence the SA group is less likely to 

know if academic freedom has changed but are more likely to believe that it has increased. The 

Chi-Square test did not indicate any significant differences between the two cohorts (EU and SA) 

in the participants’ perceptions of whether the protection for academic freedom at their 

institution and department had risen, fallen, or remained constant in recent years (χ2  (5) = 180.7, 

p < 0.001). This finding was supported by the Cramér’s V coefficient (0.177), which indicated 

that the association between the two participant groups was relatively modest.    

The following survey addressed whether or not participants’ institutions had an official policy 

document outlining the protection for academic freedom  Table 14 details the results which were 

obtained. 

Table 14 

Existence of Official Institution Policy Document for Academic Freedom. 

Responses Group 

SA EU 

No 29.0 23.5 

Yes 10.3 15.0 
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Do not know 60.7 61.5 

Total 100 100 

Mean 2.32 2.38 

Chi-Square value χ2  =10.94 

Cramér’s V .044 

Df 2 

p-value 0.004 

Significant at a 1% Level 

 

As can be seen,  almost two-thirds of participants from both groups did not know whether 

the higher education institution they worked in had an official policy document outlining the 

protection for academic freedom: SA (60.7%) and EU(61.5%). On the other hand, the majority 

of the remaining respondents reported that there is no official institution policy document for 

academic freedom, with the SA group being slightly higher (29%) compared to the EU group 

(23.5%).  However, 10.3%  in the Saudi Arabia group reported that there was such a document in 

their institutions, which is not much lower than the comparable EU figure of 15% for the EU 

group.   

Table 14 shows that there is a statistically significant difference among groups of 

respondents’ perceptions of whether the higher education institution in which they worked has an 

official policy document outlining the protection for academic freedom (χ2(2)= 10.94, p = 0.004). 

These results are not surprising for SA, but the high level of ignorance about the existence of an 

institutional academic freedom policy document tends to undermine arguments that academic 

freedom is important and should be increased. 
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Clearly, it is unlikely that academic staff will try to protect their academic freedom rights, if they 

are unaware of what constitutional and legislative protection exists.  Hence the next question 

asked staff in Saudi Arabian universities as to their knowledge of the constitutional and 

legislative protection of academic freedom in Saudi Arabia.  The results are shown in Table 15. 

Table 15 presents the participants’ responses on whether  academic freedom has constitutional 

and legislative protection.  

Table 15 

The Protection for Academic Freedom in Constitutional and Legislative. 

Answers Group 

SA EU 

I do not know 62.6 54.8 

Protected just in the Constitution 1.6 8.1 

Protected just in specific legislation 12.0 18.6 

Is protected both in specific legislation and the 

Constitution 

11.3 13.7 

No protection for academic freedom exists in either the 

Constitution 

12.5 4.9 

Total 100 100 

Mean 2.09 2.06 

Chi-Square value χ2  =78.2 

Cramér’s V .117 

Df 4 

p-value <0.001 

Significant at a 1% level 
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In both cohorts, over half of the participants did not know about the legal and 

constitutional protection for academic freedom in their countries, although the lack of knowledge 

was greater in SA (62.6%) than in Europe (54.8%). About a quarter of the SA cohort wrongly 

believed that academic freedom was protected in the constitution, or legal instruments, or via 

both legal instruments and the constitution. However, only 12.5% knew that academic freedom 

in SA has no legal or constitutional protection. As shown in Table 6, there is a statistically 

significant difference between the groups of SA and EU respondents’ awareness of the position 

for the constitutional and legislative protection of academic freedom in their nations (χ2(4)= 78.2, 

p < 0.001).  

Constitutional and legislative (de jure) protection for academic freedom is important.  However, 

even in nations which do not provide legal protection, the possibility exists for there to be a high 

level of de facto, normative, protection, operating in the day to day activities of university 

departments.  Hence question 8 asked respondents in SA to indicate  to what extent did they 

believed that academic freedom is protected in Saudi Arabia, using a nine point Likert scale  

As can be seen from the raw data in Table 16, there are clear differences between the two 

cohorts. Hence the proportion of respondents reporting the very lowest level of protection in SA 

is more than three times (13.3%) that of the EU states (3.9%).  At the other end of the scale, only 

1.6% of SA respondents reported a very high level of protection for academic freedom, 

compared with 7.4% for the EU cohort.  These differences can be seen in better focus by 

truncating the scores of the nine-point scale into Low (scale points 1, 2, 3), medium (scale points 

4, 5, 6), and high (scale points 7, 8, 9) – the results of which are given in table 17. 
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Table 16 

What Do You Think of the Level of Protection for Academic Freedom in Saudi Arabia? 

Responses Group 

SA EU 

1 = Very Low Level of Protection 13.3 3.9 

2 6.3 5.2 

3 14 7.5 

4 10 7.8 

5= Average Level of Protection 31.9 21.9 

6 8.9 13.2 

7 8.2 19.3 

8 5.8 13.7 

9 = Very High Level of Protection 1.6 7.4 

Total 100 100 

 

Table 17 

 What Do You Think of the Level of Protection for Academic Freedom in Your Country? 

Responses 

 

Group 

SA EU 

Generally Low Level of Protection 

Categories 1 to 3 

33.6 16.6 

Average Level of Protection 

Categories 4 to 6 

50.8 42.9 
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Generally High Level of Protection 

Categories 7 to 9 

15.6 40.4 

Mean 4.39 5.68 

Chi-Square value χ2  = 186.3 

Cramér’s V .181 

Df 8 

t-test -12.37 

p-value .000 

Significant at a 1% Level 

 

Table 17 shows that 50.8% of participants from the SA group and 42.9% of the EU 

respondents believed that the level of protection for academic freedom was average. However, 

33.6% of the SA group believed that there was a low level of protection, which is twice those in 

the EU group (6.6%). This situation was the opposite of the high level of protection, with 40.4% 

of the EU group reporting a high level of protection compared to 15.6% for the SA group. These 

differences are also in the mean values for the two groups: EU (M = 4.39) and SA (M = 5.68). 

The chi-square test indicated that there are significant differences between the two groups of 

respondents (χ2(8)= 186.3, p < 0.001). 

After looking at respondents’ opinions of the current level of protection for academic freedom, 

Question 9: asked whether participants thought that academic freedom had changed in recent 

years in their country.  

Table 18 below shows the analysis of data from different respondents concerning their 

perceptions of the change in the protection for academic freedom. 
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Table 18 

Change in Protection of Academic Freedom in Your Country. 

Answers Group 

SA EU 

I do not know/cannot say 54.3 24.5 

Greatly diminished 7.7 11.3 

Diminished 7.4 34.2 

Remained unchanged 15.1 24.7 

Increased 15.1 4.7 

Greatly increased 0.5 0.6 

Total 100 100 

Mean 2.30 2.75 

Chi-Square value χ2  =320.1 

Cramér’s V .236 

Df 5 

p-value .000 

Significant at a 1% level 

 

Table18 reveals that 54.3% of participants in the SA group either did not know or could 

not say whether the protection of academic freedom had changed, compared to 24.5% for the EU 

cohort. On the other hand, 44.5% of the EU group reported that the protection of academic 

freedom had diminished, compared to 15.1% for the SA group. However, 15.6% of the SA 

cohort believed that the protection of academic freedom in their country has increased compared 

to only 5.1% in the EU group. It can be seen from Table 8 that there was a statistically 
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significant (at the 1% and 5% levels)  difference between the SA and EU groups based on their 

responses about changes in the protection of academic freedom in their country in recent years 

(χ2(5) = 180.7, p < 0.001). It is difficult to interpret this result; however, it seems likely that the 

baseline for the academic freedom in the EU states was high, relative to SA (given the lack of 

constitutional and legal protection), but has subsequently, while the situation is reversed in SA, 

in which academic freedom has increased from a relatively low base.  The perception of an 

increase in academic freedom in SA may be as a result of the policies associated with 

Mohammad bin Salman’s Vision 2030 strategy of diversifying the economy before 2030 and 

investment in research and development. 

Although beliefs about the state of academic freedom at national level, and recent changes in it 

are important, many problems with academic freedom arise because academic staff have a 

limited knowledge of the concept, while their institutions may do little to provide staff with 

information and training on how to exercise their academic freedom rights. Question 10:  was a 

composite question, which required respondents to utilize a five point Likert scale (with scale 

points ranging from 1= strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree) to indicate the extent of their 

relative agreement/disagreement with statements concerning their personal 

knowledge/experience of academic freedom issues.  Table 19 details the statements about which 

respondents were asked to demonstrate their level of agreement, and the summary statistics.   
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Table 19 

 Personal Knowledge/Experience of Academic Freedom Issues. 

Statements Groups SD D N A SA 

1. My higher education 

institution has provided me 

with an adequate 

introduction to the concept 

of academic freedom. 

SA 40.9% 28.8% 19.6% 9.7% 0.9% 

EU 27.8% 33.5% 23.8% 12.2% 2.7% 

2. Higher education 

institutions should be 

encouraged to organize 

academic freedom readings 

and discussions for staff. 

 

 

SA 2.1% 0.9% 5.2% 38.6% 53.2% 

EU 1.2% 4.9% 19.2% 48.6% 26% 

3. I have an adequate working 

knowledge of the concept 

of academic freedom, and 

the rights and 

responsibilities associated 

with it. 

SA 12% 23.30% 25.40% 32% 7.3 

EU 5.60% 20.40% 24.40% 38.80

% 

11.10% 
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4. would welcome additional 

information on the concept 

of academic freedom, and 

the rights and 

responsibilities associated 

with it 

SA 0.5% 1.2% 4.2% 30.7% 63.5% 

EU 1.5% 5.8% 17.6% 49.6% 25.5% 

5. I have an adequate working 

knowledge of the 

constitutional and 

legislative protection for 

academic freedom in the 

nation in which I work. 

SA 22.3% 32.5% 26.8% 15.6% 2.8% 

EU 13.4% 35.8% 24.2% 21.2% 5.4% 

6. I would welcome 

additional information on 

the constitutional and 

legislative protection for 

academic freedom in the 

nation in which I work. 

SA 1.7% 1.9% 4.7% 34% 57.8% 

EU 1.2% 6% 17.8% 51.4% 23.6% 

7. I have an adequate working 

knowledge of the 

SA 18.5% 27.7% 27.9% 21.6% 4% 
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regulations, practices, and 

policies governing the 

protection for academic 

freedom within the 

institution in which I work. 

EU 12.1% 34.7% 26.1% 22.2% 4.9% 

8. I would welcome 

additional information on 

the regulations, practices, 

and policies governing the 

protection for academic 

freedom within the 

institution in which I work. 

SA 0.7% 2.6% 6.3% 33.3% 57.1% 

EU 1.2% 5.7% 17.4% 51% 24% 

9. I have a better 

understanding of the 

concept of academic 

freedom today, than I did 

when I began working in 

higher education. 

SA 9.4% 19% 25.6% 35.2% 10.8% 

EU 6.8% 16.1% 27% 35.9% 14.2% 

 

The first statement focused on whether participants believed that their universities had 

provided them with an adequate introduction to the concept of academic freedom. 

Approximately 69.7% of the SA group participants, compared to 61.3% of the EU group, 
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disagreed or strongly disagreed that higher education institutions had provided them with an 

adequate introduction to the concept of academic freedom. . At the other end of the scale, 10.6% 

of the SA respondents agreed or strongly agreed that their higher education institution had 

provided them with an adequate introduction to the concept of academic freedom, compared with 

14.9% of the EU cohort. The chi-square test revealed that the differences between the two groups 

was statistically significant (χ2 (4) = 35.51, p < 0.001).  

The findings of statement 2 focused on whether higher education institutions should be 

encouraged to organize academic freedom readings and discussions for staff.  As can be seen, 

there was a degree of unanimity between the two groups.  Thus, 91.8% of the SA group 

participants agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, compared to 74.6% for the EU cohort. 

These differences reflect the stronger need expressed by faculty members in Saudi Arabia that 

they need to learn more about academic freedom, as there is a lack of knowledge of the concept 

of academic freedom in the country.  However, despite this relative unanimity, a chi-squared test 

revealed that the difference between the two groups was significant (χ2 (4) = 170.299, p < 0.001).  

Statement 3 focused on participants’ self perceptions of whether they had an adequate 

working knowledge of academic freedom and its attendant duties.  The proportion of SA 

respondents either disagreeing or strongly disagreeing was 35.3%, compared with 26% for the 

EU group, while the proportion agreeing or strongly agreeing was 39.2% for the SA group 

compared to 49.9% for the EU group.   The chi-squared test shows that differences between the 

two groups were statistically significant at the 1% level (χ2 (4) = 38.55, p < 0.001). These results 

demonstrate, unequivocally, that staff in universities in Saudi Arabia have less knowledge of 

academic freedom than their counterparts in the EU.  
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Following on from asking participants if they had adequate working knowledge, the next 

statement concerned whether the provision of additional material on academic freedom would be 

welcomed.  The responses to this statement mirrored those of the previous statement.  Hence, as 

Table 19 shows, 94.2% of the SA group agreed or strongly agreed that additional material on 

academic freedom would be welcomed, compared to 75.1% for the EU group.  So, although the 

majority of respondents in both countries wanted additional material, the Chi-Squared test 

indicated a statistically significant difference between the EU and SA cohorts (χ2 (4) = 290.9, p 

< 0.001), with the need being greater in SA. 

The next attribute of academic freedom which was examined was the extent to which 

respondents  had an adequate working knowledge of the constitutional and legislative protection 

for academic freedom in the nation in which they worked. As can be seen, from Table 19, the 

differences between the two groups were not large. The proportion of SA respondents 

disagreeing or strongly disagreeing was 54.8% compared with 49.2% for the EU group. At the 

other end of the scale, 18.4% of the SA group, compared to 26.6% for the EU cohort, agreed or 

strongly agreed that they had an adequate working knowledge of the constitutional and 

legislative protection for academic freedom in the country in which they worked.  Those figures 

indicate a slightly higher disagreement level for the Saudi Arabia group than for the EU group.   

Moreover, the chi-square test showed that the difference between the EU and SA groups is 

significant at the 1% level. (χ2 (4) = 34.7, p < 0.001). 

As a follow up, respondents were then asked their agreement regarding the provision of 

information on the de jure constitutional and legislative protection for academic freedom in the 

country where they worked. 91.8% of the SA cohort agreed or strongly agreed that such 

information was necessary, which was more than twice the corresponding figure (23.6%) for the 
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EU cohort. The obtained results complement the reported findings concerning the reduced 

knowledge levels about academic freedom among SA participants. The lack of adequate working 

knowledge has led to the SA participants’ strong desire to receive additional information on 

academic freedom. In contrast, EU participants had reduced enthusiasm for additional 

information, which may be attributed to their significant knowledge levels about academic 

freedoms. These differences are reflected in the mean values for the groups: SA (M = 1.56) and 

EU group (M = 2.10), indicating a general higher agreement level for the SA group. Moreover, 

and not surprisingly, the differences between the responses from the two groups were significant 

(χ2 (4) = 252.08, p < 0.001).  

The final two statements concerned whether respondents thought that they had an 

adequate knowledge of normative de facto protection for academic freedom, by means of 

departmental practices, policies and protocols.  As shown in Table 19 statement 7, that 46.2% of 

the participants in the SA group, compared to 46.8% for the EU group, disagreed or strongly 

disagreed that they had an adequate working knowledge of the regulations, practices, and 

policies governing the protection for academic freedom within the institution in which they 

work. By contrast, 25.6% of the SA group, compared to 27.1% of the EU group, agreed or 

strongly agreed with the statement. The chi-square test revealed the difference between the two 

groups was significant, but at the 5% level. (χ2 (4) = 19.69, p = 0.030 

The final statement concerned whether survey respondents would welcome additional 

information on the regulations, practices, and policies governing the protection for academic 

freedom within the institution in which they work.   Table 19  shows that 90.4% of the SA group 

agreed or strongly agreed with this statement, compared to 75% for the EU group.  Conversely, 

less than 4% of the respondents from SA, disagreed with this statement, compared with 6.9% for 
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the EU cohort.  Hence, academics in SA wanted more information about possible departmental 

policies to protect academic freedom. Despite the similarity of the scores, the chi-square test 

revealed a statistically significant difference between the two groups concerning whether they 

would welcome additional information on the regulations, practices, and policies governing the 

protection for academic freedom within the institution in which they work (χ2 (4) = 228.06, p < 

0.001). 

The final statement on which levels of agreement were sought concerned whether 

academic staff had a better understanding of academic freedom, than when they had started 

working in higher education.  Table 19 shows that more of the SA cohort (28.4%) disagreed or 

strongly disagreed that they had a better understanding of the concept of academic freedom today 

than they did when they began working in higher education compared to the EU cohort (22.9%). 

At the other end of the scale, half of the EU cohort (50.1%) agreed or strongly agreed with this 

statement, which was slightly higher than the comparable figure for the SA cohort (46%). The 

Chi-Square indicated that there was a significant difference between the two groups at the 5% 

level (χ2 (4) = 9.566, p < 0.005). but not significant at a 1% level.  These results suggest that, 

despite the complete absence of any constitutional or legal protection for academic freedom, the 

situation regarding the de facto protection in SA is not vastly different from that in the EU 

nations. 

Table 19 above summarizes the results for the statements related to respondents' 

"personal knowledge/experience of academic freedom issues". It is not possible to use the chi-

squared statistics as an indication of the strength of the relative differences between participants’ 

responses to the individual statements which comprised this section. However, Cramér’s V 

(which varies between 0 and +1) can be used in this way, and by using the Cramér’s V values, it 
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is possible to rank the different statements following the sizes of the differences between the two 

groups.   

Table 20 

 Summary of the χ2, Significance, and Cramér’s V statistics 

Statement χ2 Significant Cramér’s 

V 

1. I would welcome additional information on the 

concept of academic freedom, and the rights and 

responsibilities associated with it 

290.9 Yes – at 1% 

level 

0.226 

2. I would welcome additional information on the 

constitutional and legislative protection for academic 

freedom in the nation in which I work 

252.08 Yes - at 1% 

level 

0.210 

3. I would welcome additional information on the 

regulations, practices, and policies governing the 

protection for academic freedom within the institution 

in which I work. 

228.06 Yes - at  1% 

level 

0.2 

4. Higher education institutions should be encouraged to 

organize academic freedom readings and discussions 

for staff 

170.299 Yes –  at 1% 

level 

0.172 

5. I have an adequate working knowledge of the concept 

of academic freedom, and the rights and 

responsibilities associated with it 

38.55 Yes – at 1% 

level 

0.082 
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6. My higher education institution has provided me with 

an adequate introduction to the concept of academic 

freedom. 

35.51 Yes – at 1% 

level 

0.079 

7. I have an adequate working knowledge of the 

constitutional and legislative protection for academic 

freedom in the nation in which I work. 

34.75 Yes – at 1% 

level 

0.078 

8. I have an adequate working knowledge of the 

regulations, practices, and policies governing the 

protection for academic freedom within the institution 

in which I work. 

19.69 Yes – at 1% 

level 

0.059 

9. I have a better understanding of the concept of 

academic freedom today, than I did when I began 

working in higher education 

9.566 Yes- at 5% 

level 

.041 

 

The summary results in Table 20 show that the greatest differences occurred between the 

two groups about the need for additional information on academic freedom.  The SA group were 

more likely than their EU counterparts to ask for information on the concept of academic 

freedom, the legislative and constitutional protection for academic freedom, and internal 

regulations on academic freedom. This is not surprising and points to a general lack of 

knowledge among the staff of Saudi universities as to what academic freedom is, and whether it 

is constitutional (de jure) protection for it, and whether their institutions offer (de facto) 

protection for academic freedom. The smallest differences occurred concerning whether 
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respondents had a better understanding of the concept of academic freedom when they started 

working in higher education. The reported findings may be attributed to the continued status quo 

in both regions. However, the availability of additional information concerning academic 

freedom is likely to have more significant impacts in SA than the EU because of their current 

disparities. The future allowance of autonomy in SA institutions will have an immediate 

influence on the participants’ knowledge of academic freedom, whereas the effect in the EU may 

be minimal.  

Constitutional and legislative protection defines the national parameters within which academic 

freedom is able to operate.  However, this legal protection is interpreted at institutional level, 

often via written regulations as specified in formal university charters, and statutes.  In 

assessment of this element of academic freedom, l Question 11: was a composite question, which 

required respondents to utilize a five-point Likert scale (from 1= strongly agree and 5 = strongly 

disagree) to indicate the extent of their relative agreement/disagreement with statements on 

institutional protection for academic freedom.  

Table 21 details the extent to which  participants agreed or disagreed with statements about 

whether the protection for academic freedom provided by their university was important to them.  

Table 21 

 Institutional Protection for Academic Freedom 

Statements Group SD D N Agree Strongly 

Agree 

1. The protection for 

Academic freedom 

provided by the higher 

SA 1.9% 2.6% 16.9% 40.7% 37.9 % 

EU 0.5% 1.7% 11.8% 42.9% 43.1% 
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education institution 

in which I work is 

very important to me 

2. The protection for 

academic freedom 

provided by my 

institution has 

declined in recent 

years. 

SA 3.10% 10.70% 62.50% 15.90% 7.80% 

EU 5.40% 21.60% 39.40% 26.20% 7.40% 

3. My institution’s 

regulations, practices, 

customs, or contracts 

effectively protect the 

exercise of academic 

freedom at my 

institution 

SA 8.60% 15.80% 51. % 19.10% 5.50% 

EU 6.50% 18.10% 44.20% 26.40% 4.80% 

4. My institution should 

have the right to 

revoke an invitation to 

an outside speaker 

because of the 

“controversial” 

SA 7.60% 12.40% 37.40% 28.80% 13.80% 

EU 19.40% 32.10% 26.50% 17% 5 % 
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content of the 

speaker’s prior 

speeches 

5. Issues related to 

academic freedom at 

my institution are 

being discussed or 

addressed more 

frequently now, than 

they were when I first 

started my 

employment here 

SA 11.50% 16.70% 48% 21.50% 2.30% 

EU 11.20% 28.30% 40.90% 17.20% 2.40% 

6. It is important that 

complaints by staff 

regarding academic 

freedom violations can 

be directed to an 

institutional and/or 

departmental/faculty 

grievance body. 

SA 1.20% 3.80% 19% 39.40% 36.60% 

EU 0.60% 1.50% 9.90% 50.40% 37.60% 
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The first statement concerns whether respondents believed that the protection for 

academic freedom provided by their university was important to them. As can be seen, the chi-

square tests reveal that the difference between the two groups was significant (χ2 (4) = 27.23, p < 

0.001). Although 4.5% of the Saudi Arabia group disagreed with this statement (compared to 2.2 

% for the EU group), 78.6% of the Saudi Arabia group agreed or strongly agreed (compared to 

86% for the EU group).  So, although academics in SA do not enjoy the same academic rights as 

their counterparts in the EU states, they nevertheless think that academic freedom within their 

universities is very important to them. 

The second statement concerns respondents’ opinions as to whether the protection for 

academic freedom within their institution has declined. The chi-square test does not indicate a 

significant difference at the 5% level between the two groups in terms of whether the protection 

for academic freedom provided by their institution had declined in recent years (χ2 (4) = 93.05, p 

< 0.055). The Cramér’s V coefficient (0.128) confirmed that the association between the EU and 

SA groups was weak. The proportion of the Saudi Arabia group which disagreed or disagreed 

strongly was 13.8% compared to 27% for the EU group, while the proportion agreeing or 

agreeing strongly is 23.7 for the Saudi Arabia group compared to 33.6% for the EU group. 

Moreover, 62.5% of the Saudi Arabia group gave a neutral response, compared to 39.4% for the 

EU group. The high proportion of SA participants which had a neutral response suggests that the 

individuals were unsure about the concept of academic freedom. Consequently, the identified 

cluster would most likely welcome additional knowledge concerning the constitutional and 

legislative protection of academic freedom to increase their understanding of the concept 

The results shown in table 21 for statement 3 represent participants’ responses as to 

whether their institution’s regulations, practices, customs, or contracts effectively protect the 
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exercise of academic freedom at their institution. The Chi-Square test demonstrates that there 

was a difference between the two groups which was significant at the  1% level [χ2 (4)= 16.3, p 

< 0.0,001)] Turning first to the SA cohort – 24.4% disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 

statement, while 24.6% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement.  The comparable figures 

for the EU respondents were 24.6% (disagreed) and 30.2% (agreed).  Although the Chi-Squared 

test shows the difference between the two groups, the small size of the Cramér’s V  statistic 

(0.054) indicates that the size of the differences between the two cohorts were relatively small.  

Similarly, looking at the mean value of the variables, in terms of their five point scale values,   

the mean value for the SA group (µ1=3.03) has no significant difference compared to the EU 

group (µ2=2.95).  

The next statement in Table 21 related to freedom of speech on campus, and whether 

respondents thought that their institution should have the right to revoke an invitation to an 

outside speaker because of the “controversial” content of the speaker’s prior speeches.  As can be 

seen from the table, the differences between the two cohorts were large. Over half (51.5%) of the 

EU cohort disagreed or strongly disagreed with this statement, while the comparable figure for 

the SA group was much lower at 20. At the other end of the scale, 42.6% of the SA group 

thought that universities should have the right to revoke invitations to controversial speakers, 

which was nearly twice that of the EU group (22%).  The chi-squared test (χ2 (4) = 177, 4 d.f, p < 

0.001) reveals that the differences between the two cohorts were  statistically significant at the 

1% level.  These differences probably reflect better de jure and de facto protection for freedom 

of speech in the EU than in SA, in which (for example) criticism of the Saudi royal family in the 

newspaper could result in arrest and imprisonment.  The Basic Law of Governance, enacted as 

an informal constitution in SA in 1992, formally specified limits to free expression. Article 39 of 
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the Basic Law of Governance states that: The media is prohibited from committing acts leading 

to disorder and division, affecting the security of the state and its public relations, or 

undermining human dignity and rights. 

Statement 5 in Table 21 relates to whether issues related to academic freedom at 

respondents’ institutions  are being discussed or addressed more frequently now than they were 

when they first started their employment here. The chi-square test (χ2 (4) = 27.58, p=0.032) 

shows that the differences between the two groups are statistically significant at the 5% level. 

The results are somewhat surprising, as they show that the EU cohort is more likely (39.5%) than 

the SA cohort (28.3%) to disagree or strongly disagree with this statement, while slightly more 

of the Saudi cohort (23.8%) agreed or strongly agreed with this statement, than the EU cohort 

(19.6%). Accounting for these differences is difficult.  However, it may be that issues around 

academic freedom are more discussed in SA, as the current government has attempted to 

liberalize the laws on personal freedom (women are now allowed to drive, for example), which 

has raised awareness of rights such as academic freedom.  By contrast, in the European states, 

protection for academic freedom has been enshrined in law for many years and is therefore not 

considered controversial, but studies of academic freedom in the EU (e.g. Karran and Beiter, 

2016) have shown that academic freedom has been undermined in many nations. 

Statement 6 in Table 21 deals with participants’ responses about whether it is important 

that complaints by staff regarding academic freedom violations can be directed to an institutional 

and/or departmental/faculty grievance body.  It was found that the differences between the 

groups were statistically significant (χ2 (4) = 53.6, p < 0.003). Staff in both cohorts agreed with 

this suggestion. However, support for this statement is higher in the EU states (where 88% 

agreed or strongly agreed with the statement) than in SA (where 76% agreed), while 
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disagreement was lower in the EU group (2.1%), when compared with SA (5%).  These 

differences may relate to the greater experience of academic freedom in the day-to-day 

university work of scholars in EU Universities. 

Table 22 provides a summary of items addressing institutional protection for academic 

freedom. The chi-squared statistics indicated that all but two of the items involving institutional 

protection for academic freedom were significantly associated.   

Table 22 

Summaries of the χ2, Significance, and Cramér’s V Statistics 

Cramér’s 

V 

Significance χ2 Statement 

.128 significant 

at  1% level 

27.23 1. The protection for Academic freedom provided by 

the higher education institution in which I work is 

very important to me 

.128 Not 

significant 

at 5% level 

93.05 2. The protection for academic freedom provided by my 

institution has declined in recent years. 

.054 Significant at 

1% level 

16.30 

 

3. My institution’s regulations, practices, customs, or 

contracts effectively protect the exercise of academic 

freedom at my institution 

.177 Significant at 

1% level 

177 4. My institution should have the right to revoke an 

invitation to an outside speaker because of the 

“controversial” content of the speaker’s prior 
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speeches 

.070 Significant at 

1% level 

27.58 5. Issues related to academic freedom at my institution 

are being discussed or addressed more frequently 

now, than they were when I first started my 

employment here 

 

.097 Significant at 

1% level 

53.6 6. It is important that complaints by staff regarding 

academic freedom violations can be directed to an 

institutional and/or departmental/faculty grievance 

body. 

 

.128 Significant at 

a 1% 

27.23 7. The protection for academic freedom provided by the 

higher education institution in which I work is very 

important to me 

 

  

Cramér’s V statistics in Table 22 indicated that the greatest differences occurred between 

the two groups concerning the right to revoke an invitation to outside speakers because of the 

“controversial” content of their prior speeches. There were also considerable differences between 

the two groups in terms of the importance of Academic freedom provided by the higher 

education institution and declining protection for academic freedom in recent years. The smallest 

differences were reported in the respondents’ opinions about the efficacy of protection to 
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academic freedom provided by the institution’s regulations, practices, customs, or contracts. The 

findings indicated that the SA group did not value the protection for academic freedom provided 

by their university compared to their EU counterparts. This finding is not surprising because of 

the limited freedom of expression in SA, which is different from the more open European 

universities.  

The next section of the survey addressed respondents’ Opinions on higher education and 

academic freedom in their institutions.  As with the previous questions, Question 11 was a 

composite question, which required respondents to utilize a five point’s scale to indicate the 

extent of their relative agreement/disagreement with the following statements: 
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Table 23 

Higher Education and Academic Freedom in Your Institution 

Academic 

Freedom 

Constituent 

Element 

Survey 

 Statements 

χ2 and 

Cramér’s 

V 

Statistics 

Group SD D N A SA 

Institutional 

Autonomy 

(24) In my 

university, the 

desire to obtain a 

good position in 

world rankings has 

compromised the 

freedom to teach or 

to research. 

χ2=64.70, 

p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.107 

SA (%) 3.3 10 31.3 36.4 18.9 

EU (%) 5.9 22.5 33.7 25.5 12.4 

(25) Public 

universities should 

not be too 

dependent on the 

government for 

funding. 

χ2=439.9, 

p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.28 

SA (%) 1.4 5.2 15.3 36.1 42.0 

EU (%) 10.6 28.4 26.8 23.2 11.1 

Individual 

 Autonomy 

(5) My university 

assesses staff 

performance too 

often and places 

insufficient trust in 

χ2=81.3, 

p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.12 

SA (%) 6.5 15.9 43 25.5 9.1 

EU (%) 9.5 32.6 28.2 18.3 11.4 
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my competences as 

a good teacher and 

researcher. 

Freedom to 

Teach 

(7) In my 

university, 

assessment of 

performance is too 

dependent on 

devotion to 

teaching. 

χ2=249.0, 

p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.21 

SA (%) 9.1 21 26.6 35.3 7.9 

EU (%) 15.8 42.5 26.8 11.3 3.6 

 

8) In my 

university, 

assessment of 

performance is too 

dependent on 

students’ formal 

evaluations of their 

teachers. 

 

χ2=180.00, 

p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.178 

SA (%) 3.7 14.5 24.8 41.6 15.4 

EU (%) 8.7 34.2 29.8 19.5 7.9 

Freedom for 

Research 

(6) In my 

university, 

assessment of 

performance is too 

dependent on the 

χ2=90.30, 

p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.126 

SA (%) 4.5 13.2 42 30.2 10.1 

EU (%) 4.0 16.9 23.1 33 22.9 
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number of short 

publications rather 

than longer better 

quality 

publication). 

 

 

(9) In my 

university, 

assessment of 

performance is too 

dependent on 

whether the 

academic staff 

have been able to 

acquire research 

funding. 

χ2=186.7, 

p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.18 

SA (%) 11.3 20.2 43.8 20.5 4.2 

EU (%) 3.7 16.4 24.9 35.2 19.8 

(20)The system of 

having to apply for 

research funding 

for particular 

projects (via 

research 

councils/foundatio

ns etc.) prevents 

χ2=20.00, 

p<0.008 

Cramér’s 

V=0.06 

SA (%) 1.9 8.4 33.2 37.9 18.7 

EU (%) 3 15.4 27 35.8 18.8 
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me from selecting 

the research topics 

my “academic 

instinct” tells me 

are the topics on 

which research 

should focus 

(21) The system of 

research funding 

described in the 

previous question 

prompts a focus on 

research yielding 

short-term results 

of social benefit at 

the expense of 

research promoting 

long-term 

knowledge 

(elementary 

research). 

χ2=80.40, 

p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.12 

SA (%) 1.6 7.7 41.5 34.4 14.8 

EU (%) 1.4 8.5 23.3 39.1 27.8 

Extramural 

 Utterance 

(12) There should 

be specific legal 

protection for 

academic freedom, 

χ2=43.40, 

p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.088 

SA (%) 0.5 2.1 18.8 36.4 42.3 

EU (%) 0.9 5 25.4 40.6 28.1 



152 
 

beyond that 

existing for free 

speech 

(13) Academic 

freedom also 

covers comments 

by 

teachers/researcher

s beyond the 

narrow confines of 

their specific field 

of specialization, 

to cover broader 

political, 

economic, social 

and cultural issues 

on which their 

teaching/research 

has an impact 

χ2=38.5.00

, p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.083 

SA (%) 3.1 6.1 33.4 34.4 23.1 

EU (%) 1.2 5.6 23.1 44.3 25 

University 

Governance 

(14) The 

rector/vice 

chancellor should 

come from within 

the institution, and 

academic staff 

χ2=52.30, 

p<0.03 

Cramér’s 

V=0.096 

SA (%) 2.3 3 13.1 35.6 45.9 

EU (%) 2.7 7.9 21.9 35.9 31.5 
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should be able to 

exercise decisive 

control over 

his/her nomination, 

election and 

appointment 

(15) The dean/head 

of department 

should come from 

within the 

faculty/department, 

and academic staff 

should be able to 

exercise decisive 

control over 

his/her nomination, 

election and 

appointment. 

χ2=69.1, 

p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.111 

SA (%) 0.2 1.9 7.2 39 51.6 

EU (%) 1.9 6.1 16.5 40.3 35.2 

Employment 

Protection 

via Tenure 

(17) Tenure for 

academic staff 

(permanent 

contracts, which 

are not easily 

terminable for 

institutional 

χ2=125.07, 

p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.149 

SA (%) 3 6.3 32.3 34.2 24.1 

EU (%) 1.5 5.4 13.7 39.4 40 
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reasons, and some 

form of tenure 

track) is essential 

to the quality of 

higher education 

(18) Tenure for 

academic staff 

(permanent 

contracts, which 

are not easily 

terminable for 

institutional 

reasons, and some 

form of tenure 

track) is essential 

to maintain 

academic freedom 

χ2=75.60, 

p<0.001 

Cramér’s 

V=0.116 

SA (%) 2.6 5.9 29.9 36 25.6 

EU (%) 1.8 5.8 15.4 35.6 41.4 

 

Turning first to institutional autonomy, the first entry in Table 23 gives respondents’ 

perceptions to the statement: “In my higher education institution, the desire to obtain a good 

position in higher education institution rankings has compromised the freedom to teach and/or to 

carry out research.”  The results are, perhaps, surprising.  55.3% of the respondents from Saudi 

Arabia agreed, or strongly agreed with this statement, while the comparative statistic for the EU 

cohort was 37.9%.  At the other end of the scale, 28.4% of the EU participants disagreed or 

strongly disagreed with this statement, compared with 13.3% of the SA respondents.  Not 
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surprisingly, given the size of this difference, the X2 and related statistics (X2 = 64.7, 4 d.f., 

p<0.001 Cramér’s V=0.107) reveals that the differences between SA and the EU is significant at 

the 1% level.  Research undertaken by Karran and Mallinson (2017) revealed that those 

universities which best protect academic freedom are also more likely to occupy the top positions 

in world university rankings.  However, many countries have attempted to invest heavily in order 

to try to move their nation’s universities into the top ranking global positions.  For example, in 

China, Zang et al. (2013) reported that in 1998, the then Chinese President Jiang Zemin declared 

that ‘China must have a number of first-rate universities with an advanced level internationally’, 

following which the Chinese government published its Action Plan for Invigorating Education in 

the 21st Century, which formalised the goal of developing ‘world-class’ universities and 

departments.  Similar developments have been put in place in SA as part of the Vision 2030 

development programme, and the tight control of universities by the government in SA, means 

that institutional autonomy and university governance are limited, which means that universities 

have to follow government directives designed to improve the positions of SA governments in 

world university rankings.  

The second statement, in respect to institutional autonomy, about which respondents were 

asked to indicate the extent of their agreement, concerned the financial dependence of public 

universities on government funding.  As the study by Li-chuan (2004) demonstrates, the effect of 

funding on university autonomy is conditioned by the nature of university autonomy in a given 

country.  However, it is generally the case that the greater that universities rely on government 

funding, the less likely they are to be able to exercise institutional autonomy, which has an 

impact on governance and academic freedom.  78.1 of the SA respondents agreed or strongly 

agreed that public universities should not be too dependent on the government.  At 34.3%, the 
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comparable figure of the EU cohort was less than half that of the SA group.  The differences at 

the other end of the scale was just as stark – only 6.6% of the SA respondents disagreed or 

strongly disagreed that public universities shouldn’t be overly dependent on government funding, 

compared with 39.0% of the EU respondents.  Give these differences it is not surprising that that 

the value of the X2 test (X2 = 439.9, 4 d.f., p<0.001 Cramér’s V=0.28) reveals that there is a 

difference between the EU and SA which is statistically significant at the 1% level.  The results 

in respect to these two statements suggest that members of the SA cohort are more aware than 

their EU counterparts of how nations’ desires for their universities to achieve high rankings 

might compromise academic freedom, and also more aware of the dangers to academic freedom 

that result from public universities becoming too dependent on government funding 

The next dimension of academic freedom that was examined was individual autonomy, 

and the ability of academics to undertake teaching and research to a high level of professional 

competence.  Individual autonomy includes the abilities to teach and undertake research and 

disseminate its findings, and to determine how individual scholars determine how they divide 

their activities between these two aspects of their role, but also to participate in university 

governance.  However, Neave (1988) has highlighted the largely universal process whereby 

functions which are crucial aspects of individual autonomy, such as peer review and self-

evaluation have been removed from individual academics, to become instruments of external 

oversight.  As part of their fight to retain individual autonomy, Manan (2000) found that some 

professors had tried to use academic freedom as a weapon to defend themselves from their 

performance being evaluated by the academic community.  In order to assess changes to 

individual autonomy, the survey asked respondents to indicate their agreement with the statement 

that staff performance is assessed too frequently, which undermines trust and self-evaluation.  The 
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results show that 22% of SA academics either disagreed, or disagreed strongly with this 

statement, and the comparable figure for the EU cohort was 42%.  At the positive end of the scale, 

34.6% of the SA respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, compared with 29.7% 

for the EU respondents.  The Chi-squared statistic (χ2=81.3, p<0.001 Cramér’s V=0.12) shows 

that the differences between the two groups were significant at the 1% level.  Hence the table 

shows that SA respondents are more likely to agree (and less likely to disagree) with this 

statement than their EU counterparts.  Accounting for this difference is problematic, but it 

probably relates to the fact that management structures in universities in SA are more directive 

and hierarchical. 

A primary and long acknowledged element of academic freedom is the freedom to teach.  

Although it has roots going back to the time of the very early universities in places like Bologna 

(1088), Oxford (1096) and Paris (1200), the codification of academic freedom for teaching in the 

modern era was first undertaken by Wilhelm von Humboldt in his 1810 paper entitled On the 

Internal and External Organization of the Higher Scientific Institutions in Berlin.  In terms of 

freedom for teaching, the Humboldtian model foresaw that academics had “the opportunity to 

lecture on any subject according to the teacher’s interest” such that “academic freedom was not 

simply the right of professors to speak without fear or favor, but the atmosphere of consent that 

surrounded the whole process of research and instruction. (Hofstadter and Metzger 1955, 386f.).  

As well as being important to academic staff, Åkerlind and Kayrooz (2203, 327) also report that 

‘constraints on academic freedom may be a factor in falling teaching and student standards.  To 

assess academic freedom for teaching, EU and SA respondents were asked to indicate their level 

of agreement with two statements.  The first focussed on the assessment of performance in terms 

of competence as a good teacher; the second statement centred on performance evaluation by 
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students of their teachers.  Looking at the first statement,  Table 1 shows that more than half 

(58%) of all EU respondents disagreed strongly, or disagreed, that performance assessment was 

too dependent on teaching assessment; the comparable figure for the SA academics was much 

lower at 30%.  At the positive end of the scale, the position was reversed – 43% of the SA 

academics agreed that performance assessment was too dependent on teaching, compared with 

only 15% of the EU participants.  The difference between the two cohorts, with respect to this 

statement, was demonstrated, by means of the Chi-squared test, (χ2=249.0, p<0.001 Cramér’s 

V=0.21) to be statistically significant at the 1% level.  The reason for the difference between the 

two cohorts probably lies in the fact that the research function is relatively underdeveloped in SA, 

when compared with the EU nations.   

The next element is freedom for research for respondents who believed performance assessment 

was too dependent on the number of short publications rather than longer, better quality 

publications. The statement related to the freedom for research among the academic staff. There 

was a statistically significant difference between the SA and EU cohorts at 1% level of 

significance, by means of the chi-square test (χ2 (4) = 90.30, p < 0.001) and the obtained value 

of the Cramer’s V statistic was 0.126. From the EU cohort, the majority of the respondents 

(55.9%) either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement whereas only 40.3% did the same in 

the SA sample. The main distinction between the two groups was in the portion that was 

uncertain about the statement; 42% in the SA cohort were not sure while only 23.1% in the EU 

sample admitted the same. Additionally, a combined 20.9% of the EU cohort disagreed or 

strongly disagreed that their performance assessments were too dependent on the number of 

short publications rather than longer better quality publications, while only 17.7% in the SA 

sample felt the same. Implying that the SA academic staff is more uncertain about their proper 
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working or workplace freedoms compared to their EU counterparts (Rajab and Wright, 2020). In 

the EU, educational reforms are built on cooperation and information dissemination which would 

explain how their academic staff is more aware, and certain, about what they want regarding 

their freedom for research. 

Regarding performance being too dependent on whether the academic staff has been able 

to acquire research funding. The statement is related to freedom for research. At the set 

significance level, 1%, the responses indicated that there was a statistically significant difference 

between the EU and SA groups (χ2 (4) = 186.7, p < 0.001). The value of the Cramer’s V 

coefficient was 0.18. The SA group had the larger percentage (31.3%) of participants who either 

disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement, while the EU cohort had 20.1%. 

Approximately 24.9% of the EU respondents gave neutral responses, similar to the 43.8% within 

the SA group. However, the SA cohort had 24.7% of their participants agree or strongly agree 

with the statement, the EU had more than half, 55%, their members do the same. Because the EU 

staff is aware of the numerous avenues of academic assessment, they are able to identify 

shortcoming within their current system (Franco-Santos and Doherty, 2017). This is a contrast to 

the SA cohort which was primarily uncertain about the matter. 

Moreover, concerning freedom of research, sought to establish how the system of having 

to apply for research funding for particular projects (via research councils/ foundations etc.) 

prevents staff from selecting the research topics that they are more interested or focused on. At 

1% significance level the difference between the two cohorts was statistically significant (χ2 (4) 

= 20.00, p < 0.008), and the Cramer’s V statistic value was 0.06. Both the EU and SA groups had 

significantly high proportions of staff either agreeing or strongly agreeing with the sentiment 

(56.6% SA; 54.6% EU). However, concerning neutral responses the SA cohort recorded 33.2% 
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from their staff, while the EU had 27%. Among the EU academic staff, 18.4% either disagreed or 

strongly disagreed while only 10.3% replied similarly in the SA cohort. The almost unanimous 

response in both cohorts to agree or strongly agree with the statement indicates that research 

funding through specific projects has several underlying disadvantages (Edwards and Roy, 

2017). It is evident, from the feedback, that the academic staff is aware of how this can affect 

proper learning activities. 

Moving to research funding ,The difference between the two groups was proven to be 

statistically significant at 1% significance level (χ2 (4) = 80.40, p < 0.001) and a Cramer’s V 

coefficient of 0.12. In the EU cohort, 66.9% of the staff either agreed or strongly disagreed with 

the statement, while only 49.2% of the SA respondents had similar opinions. The SA group also 

had 41.5% of their staff submit neutral responses, while approximately 23.3% of the EU cohort 

is uncertain. Lastly, both cohorts had relatively low  scores for staff who disagreed or strongly 

disagreed with the statement (9.9% EU; 9.3% SA). The obtained results help underline the 

attitudes of the academic staff regarding how research activities should be conducted for 

purposes of  long-term knowledge and not be directed more by the attainment of short-term goals 

or results (Saurombe et al., 2017). 

An important topic related to academic freedom is extramural utterance. Beyond that 

existing for free speech. At 1% significance level, the difference between the EU and SA groups 

was statistically significant using the chi-square operation (χ2 (4) = 43.40, p < 0.001). The 

obtained Cramer’s V coefficient was 0.088, and among the EU respondents a rather small 

percentage (5.9%) disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement. The portion of SA 

academic staff that either disagreed or strongly disagreed was even smaller: 2.6%. Only 18.8% 

of the SA respondents gave neutral responses, while 25.4% of the EU cohort was also unsure. 
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However, the EU sample had a smaller portion of respondents (68.7%) compared to SA (78.7%) 

agree or strongly agree with the statement. The small percentage, in both cohorts, who disagree 

or strongly disagree with the statement represent the small minority who are either uninformed or 

uninterested with the concept of specific legal protection (Kimoga et al., 2017). Therefore, 

indicating a degree of progress concerning the general awareness of academic staff and their 

freedom of expression as professional educators. 

The next statement addressed how academic freedom should also cover comments made 

by researchers or teachers beyond the narrow confines of their specific field of specialization, to 

cover broader political, economic, social, and cultural issues on which their teaching has an 

impact. At 1% level of significance, the difference between the two cohorts was found to be 

statistically significant (χ2 (4) = 38.50, p < 0.001). The obtained value of the Cramer’s V statistic 

was 0.083. 9.2% of the academic staff in SA either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 

statement, while 6.8% in EU felt the same. 23.1% of the responses from the EU were neutral, 

while in SA 33.4% of the staff were uncertain. The EU had the larger portion of respondents 

agree and strongly disagree with the statement 69.3% and in SA the portion was 57.5%. The 

responses indicate the belief that a majority of academic staff are aware of the need to have 

academic freedom that covers teacher’s comments beyond the narrow confines of their areas of 

specialization (Law, 2017). 

The next topic addressed was  analyzing the respondents’ thoughts regarding  university 

governance. The results indicated that there was a statistically significant difference between the 

two cohorts through the chi-square test (χ2 (4) = 52.30, p < 0.03) and a Cramer’s V value of 

0.096. A large majority, 81.5% of the SA cohort either strongly agreed or agreed with the 

statement compared to 67.4% among the EU cohort. The significant disparity between the 
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academic staffs’ opinions can be explained as follows. In SA educators tend to experience more 

obstacles regarding the determination of university leadership, thus, compared to the EU staff 

they are more inclined to support being more involved in such processes (Alsubaie and Jones, 

2017). The EU cohort also had the larger percentage of neutral responses (21.9%) while the SA 

group had 13.1%. The EU sample also had a larger portion of respondents either disagree or 

strongly disagree (10.6%) with the statement, while the SA group had only 5.3%. 

  Another statement related to university governance is whether the dean/ head of 

department should come from within the faculty and academic staff should be able to exercise 

decisive control over his/ her nomination, election, and appointment. The statement was 

associated with the issue of university governance. The difference between the two cohorts was 

statistically significant at 1% level of significance (χ2 (4) = 69.1, p < 0.001), and the Cramer’s V 

coefficient was 0.111. In the SA cohort 90.6% of the staff agreed or strongly agreed with the 

statement, while the EU group 75.5% had the same response. In the EU cohort 16.5% of the 

staffs’ responses were neutral, even as the SA group had 7.2% uncertain respondents. From the 

SA group 2.1% of the respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with the sentiment, while 8% 

from the EU cohort responded similarly. The SA cohort had a rather high percentage of the 

respondents agree or strongly agree with the statement because they are slightly more passionate 

about academic freedom on account of the socio-political rights they are often denied (Salameh 

et al., 2020). The general response among the majority from both cohorts indicates that the 

academic staffs recognize the value of democratic governance in the education sector. 

Last element is Employment Protection via Tenure, which asked participants whether 

tenure for academic staff (permanent contracts, which are not easily terminable for institutional 

reasons, and some form of tenure track) is essential to the quality of higher education. The 
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difference between the SA and EU cohorts was statistically significant at 1% level of 

significance (χ2 (4) = 125.07, p < 0.001). The Cramer’s V statistic was 0.149. 9.3% of the SA 

cohort either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement, and 6.9% from the EU group 

had a similar opinion. The portion of neutral responses among the SA and EU academic staff 

was 32.3% and 13.7% respectively. The EU cohort had 79.4% respondents agree or strongly 

agree with the statement, while the SA group had 58.3% of their staff with similar thoughts. The 

EU cohort is perhaps more informed on matters regarding employment protection in the 

education sector, which would explain why a majority of their respondents agreed that tenure for 

academic staff is essential to the quality of education or research (Geraci ad Thigpen, 2017). 

The final statement addressed whether respondents thought that tenure for academic staff 

(permanent contracts, which are not easily terminable for institutional reasons, and some form of 

tenure track) is essential for maintaining academic freedom. The statement related to the issue of 

employment protection via tenure. There was a statistically significant difference between the 

two cohorts, realized using the chi-square test (χ2 (4) = 75.60, p < 0.001) while the value of the 

Cramer’s V coefficient was 0.116. Among the SA respondents, 8.5% either disagreed or strongly 

disagreed with the sentiment while 7.6% of the EU cohort felt the same regarding the statement. 

However, a significantly larger percentage (29.9%) of the SA sample gave neutral responses 

whereas only 15.4% from the EU cohort were unsure. 77% of the EU respondents agreed or 

strongly agreed with the statement, while 61.6% of the SA cohort responded similarly. The 

outcomes might again be explained by the significant knowledge and information advantage EU 

academic staff has over their SA counterparts. Academics in Saudi have permanent  contracts if 

they are Saudis, non-Saudis have short term contracts that are renewed for a certain amount of 

time. 
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The first section of the survey focused on participants’ opinions on various aspects of academic 

freedom.  In contrast, the next section focused on respondents’ actual personal experiences of 

direct challenges to academic freedom.  The first question in this section was a composite 

question which asked respondents to indicate whether, because of their academic views, they had 

ever been subjected to disciplinary action by someone within their higher education institution 

with respect to the following: 

● Their academic views, which they expressed in teaching 

● Their academic views, which they expressed in a research publication 

● Their views, which they expressed in a non-public forum within their institutions 

● Their views, which they expressed in a public forum outside their institution 

The results are shown in the tables below. From table 25 below, it is evident that, in every 

case, the proportion of the SA respondents who indicated that they had been subjected to 

disciplinary action was greater than that of the EU group. Threats to staff in SA universities were 

most likely to occur following academic views expressed in public forums outside their 

institution. Similarly, a large proportion of SA staff (14.2) were threatened because of views that 

they expressed on a non-public forum within their university. This may be because in SA, 

academic freedom is not protected on the Constitutional level or Legislative, where the situation 

is the opposite in the EU.  Additionally, there is no legal protection for freedom of speech in SA, 

which means that academics could be subject to arrest for views that they express in the public 

domain. 
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Table 24 

Subjection to Disciplinary Action by Someone within the Institution 

Statements 

χ2 and Cramér’s V 

Statistics 

Group Yes No 

1. Subjected to disciplinary action 

by (someone within) your 

institution because of Academic 

views expressed in teaching? 

χ2 (1) = 10.721, p< 

0.001 

Cramér’s V= 0.745 

SA 7.5% 92.5% 

EU 4.1% 95.9% 

2. Subjected to disciplinary action 

by (someone within) your 

institution because of academic 

views you expressed in a 

research publication? 

χ2 (1) = 6.795, p < 

0.001 

Cramér’s V= 0.754 

SA 5.9% 94.1% 

EU 3.4% 96.6% 

3. Subjected to disciplinary action 

by (someone within) your 

institution because of views you 

expressed in a non-public 

forum within your institution? 

χ2 (1) = 29.688, p< 

0.001  

Cramér’s V= 0.622 

SA 14.2% 85.8% 

EU 6.9% 93.1% 

4. Subjected to disciplinary action 

by (someone within) your 

institution because of views you 

expressed in a public forum 

χ2 (1) = 85.083, p < 

0.001 

Cramér’s V= 0.621 

SA 14.6% 85.4% 

EU 4.3% 95.7% 
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outside your institution? 

 

Table 24 indicates the prevalence of disciplinary actions and threats experienced by both 

SA and the EU respondents. Faculty members in SA were, significantly, more likely to raise 

issues concerning academic freedom in their institutions due to the respondents having 

experienced slightly more incidences of disciplinary action. For instance, the first statement 

shows that 7.5% of the SA cohort were subjected to disciplinary action by (someone within) their 

institution because of the academic views expressed in teaching compared to the 4.1% reported 

by the EU group. These differences are statistically significant at a 1% level using the Chi-

Square test (χ2 (1) = 10.721, p < 0.001).  Additionally, the Cramér’s V coefficient is 0.745, 

indicating that the SA respondents are more likely to be subjected to disciplinary action than the 

EU group, for views that they express in their teaching. 

Statement 2 relates to the proportion of SA and EU respondents who were subjected to 

disciplinary action by someone within their institution because of the academic views that they 

expressed in a research publication.  As can be seen, 5.9% of the SA group were subjected to 

disciplinary action, compared to 3.4% in the EU group. These differences were shown to be 

statistically significantly at the 1% level significance level using the Chi-Square test (χ2 (1) = 

6.795, p < 0.001) with a Cramér’s V coefficient of 0.754. 

Statement 3 relates to the proportion of SA and EU respondents who were subjected to 

disciplinary action by someone within their institution because of views they expressed in a non-

public forum. 14.2% of the SA group were subjected to disciplinary action, compared to much 

lower rate of 6.9% in the EU group. These differences were statistically significantly at a 1% 

level using the Chi-Square test (χ2 (1) = 29.688, p < 0.001), while the Cramér’s V coefficient was 
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0.622 indicating that SA respondents are more likely to be subjected to disciplinary action than 

the EU group. 

Statement 4 relates to the proportion of SA and EU respondents who were subjected to 

disciplinary action by someone within their institution because of views they expressed in a 

public forum outside their institution. 14.6% of the SA group were subjected to disciplinary 

action, compared to only 4.3% in the EU group. These differences were statistically significant at 

a 1% level using the Chi-Square test (χ2 (1) = 85.083, p < 0.001), and the Cramér’s V coefficient 

was 0.621. This indicates that the SA group respondents are significantly subjected to more 

disciplinary action than the EU group. 

In addition to having closed binary choice (yes/no) questions, respondents were also allowed to 

provide personal information about being subjected to disciplinary action, or the threat of it, for 

expressing their academic views elsewhere.  

Full details of these comments are available on request; however, and by way of 

illustration, the first ten comments are given below in the table 

Table 25 

 Example of “Disciplinary Action or the Threat of Disciplinary Action, for Academic Views Expressed Elsewhere” 

Response 

A point of view concerning a job/ work that was assigned to me is not in the range of my 

missions 

Social communication 

I cannot be against the divergent point of view 

In public settings/ places and meetings outside the establishment/ company 

There were no corrective arrangements/ procedures, but the counter view or the opposite 



168 
 

one or even the opinion in general are not appreciated at all 

It did not happen to me, but it happened to one of my colleagues however, who gave an 

example within his lecture and that led to him being expelled 

Facebook 

The most important thing is not to be punished, but rather the general atmosphere which is 

supportive or not for the academic freedom 

On Facebook and on Twitter 

The academic far appointment of the job/ work in places that are not within the range of his 

work/ Job without an extra 

A point of view that I expressed as a student in the Masters and I was sanctioned and 

punished for several punishments 

Outside the area of the university - A general lecture 

 

The following composite question, posed the same circumstances, but asked whether 

respondents, because of their academic views, had ever dismissed/threatened with dismissal by 

someone within their higher education institution for the following reasons: 

● Academic views expressed in teaching 

● Academic views expressed in a research publication 

● The views that academics expressed in a non-public forum within their higher education 

institution 

● The views that academics expressed in a public forum outside their higher education 

institution 
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The results are shown in tables 26 below. There are statistically significant differences 

between the SA and EU cohorts in three out of four instances, concerning these questions and the 

results in Tables 28. Generally, it appears that the proportion of staff reporting such threats of 

being dismissed or threatened with dismissal, in most cases, is 7.5% or less. It can be seen that 

SA group respondents are significantly more likely to be subjected to being dismissed or 

threatened with dismissal than the EU group, and threats appear most likely to occur to views 

academics expressed in a non-public forum within their institutions and views they expressed in 

a public forum outside your institution. 

Table 26 

 Dismissed/Threatened With Dismissal 

Statements 

χ2 and 

Cramér’s V 

Statistics 

Groups Yes No 

1. Dismissed or threatened with 

dismissal by (someone 

within) your institution 

because of academic views 

expressed in teaching? 

χ2 (1) = 

5.886, p= 

0.0153 

Cramér’s 

V= 0.829 

SA 4.7% 95.3% 

EU 2.7% 97.3% 

2. Dismissed or threatened with 

dismissal by (someone 

within) your institution 

because of academic views 

you expressed in a research 

χ2 (1) = 

5.886, p = 

0.7767 

Cramér’s 

V= 0.845 

SA 2.4% 97.6% 

EU 2.6% 97.4% 
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publication? 

 

3. Dismissed or threatened with 

dismissal by (someone 

within) your institution 

because of views you 

expressed in a non-public 

forum within your 

institution? 

χ2 (1)= 

7.851, p= 

0.005 

Cramér’s 

V= 0.739 

SA 7.5% 92.5% 

EU 4.5% 95.5% 

4. Dismissed or threatened with 

dismissal by (someone 

within) your institution 

because of views you 

expressed in a public forum 

outside your institution? 

χ2 (1) = 

13.480, p= 

0.005 

Cramér’s 

V= 0.810 

SA 6.1% 93.9% 

EU 2.9% 97.1% 

 

The first statement addressed whether the respondents had been threatened with dismissal 

by (someone within) your institution because of academic views expressed in teaching. The 

statement was related to the elements of academic freedom of expression and opinions. The 

difference between the EU and SA cohorts was statistically significant at the set significance 

level (χ2 (1) = 5.886, p= 0.0153). The obtained value of the Cramer’ V statistic was 0.829. The 

responses suggested that 4.7%of the SA group were dismissed or threatened with dismissal, 
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compared to 2.7% in the EU cohort. The results imply that university staff in SA are more likely 

to experience dismissals and threats due to the expression of their academic views while 

teaching. 

The second statement asked respondents if they were threatened or dismissed by their 

institutions, or other employed staff, because of their academic views expressed in research 

publications. The statement was linked with aspects of academic freedom in conducting research. 

However, the outcomes indicated the difference between the two groups was not statistically 

significant at the specified significance level (χ2 (1) = 5.886, p = 0.7767). The value of the 

Cramer’s V coefficient was 0.845. The slightly higher portion of EU educators who reported 

dismissals/ threats was 2.6%, while 2.4% in the SA cohort reported similar outcomes. Because 

the results were not statistically significant, it is difficult to ascertain which group has a higher 

probability of dismissal based on research-related factors of academic freedom. 

Statement three addressed whether respondents were dismissed by their institutions based 

on their views expressed during non-public forums within their universities. The third statement 

was related to the provisions of academic freedom within public and non-public functions. The 

difference between the self-reported scores of the two cohorts was statistically significant at 0.05 

level of significance (χ2 (1) = 7.851, p = 0.005). The obtained Cramer’s V statistic was 0.739. 

The SA cohort had a higher portion of respondents who had been threatened or dismissed based 

on views expressed at non-public forums (7.5%), compared to the 4.5% in the EU group. The 

findings suggested that academicians in SA were at higher risk of dismissal for their views 

shared during non-public occasions when compared to their EU counterparts. 

The fourth statement regarded the threats of dismissal educators/ university staff received 

from their institutions for expressing their views at public forums outside the institution. 



172 
 

Statement four was linked to concepts of academic freedom within public and or non-public 

forums. The difference between the EU and SA cohort results were statistically significant at 

0.05 level of significance (χ2 (1) = 13.48, p = 0.005), and the Cramer’s V coefficient was 0.81. 

2.9% of the EU cohort recorded that they had been threatened with dismissal because of their 

opinions during public forums outside the institution. The portion was smaller compared to the 

6.1% of SA university staff who mentioned experiencing dismissals under similar consequences. 

Therefore, the results suggested that academic freedoms outside university premises were more 

neglected in SA than they were in the EU. Table 28 also provides summary results concerning 

whether the participants had been dismissed or threatened with dismissal before because of their 

academic views. The Cramér’s V coefficients indicated considerably large differences between 

the participants’ experiences with threats with dismissal because of academic views expressed in 

teaching, research publication, and public and non-public forum within and outside the 

institutions of higher learning. Although being dismissed, or threatened with dismissal is 

relatively rare in both SA and the EU, it is evident that it is more likely to occur in SA than in the 

EA nations.  

Table 26 also provides summary results concerning whether the participants had been 

dismissed or threatened with dismissal before because of their academic views. The Cramér’s V 

coefficients indicated considerably large differences between the participants’ experiences with 

threats with dismissal because of academic views expressed in teaching, research publication, 

and public and non-public forum within and outside the institutions of higher learning. Although 

being dismissed, or threatened with dismissal is relatively rare in both SA and the EU, it is 

evident that it is more likely to occur in SA than in the EA nations.  
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In addition to having closed binary choice (yes/no) questions, respondents were also allowed to 

provide personal information about being dismissed or being threatened with dismissal, for 

expressing their academic views elsewhere.  

In addition to having closed binary choice (yes/no) questions, respondents were also allowed to 

provide personal information about being dismissed or being threatened with dismissal, for 

expressing their academic views elsewhere.  

Full details of these comments are Tables (available on request), and by way of illustration, the 

first ten comments are given below in the table.  

Table 27 

Example of “Dismissed/Threatened With Dismissal by (Someone within) for Academic Views Expressed Elsewhere” 

Response 

In public councils and meetings outside the  corporation 

The hidden threat of termination of the contract always remains for any difference in 

viewpoint 

I know a few cases that got this thing but personally I prefer to be silence because I know 

what will happen if I talk 

I know my limits as far as I can express them, so I may not say all my opinions 

Yes... when I tried to choose a university to study on it 

I was actually separated from the cooperation  in teaching previously for the academic point 

of view I made  

 

Continuing to try to analyse the relative strengths of protection for academic freedom in SA and 

the EU, a composite question was posed which asked respondents to indicate whether, because 

of their academic views they had ever been subjected to the following: 
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● Denial of promotion. 

● Demotion to a lower position. 

● Being moved to another department/centre/unit. 

● Being given different/fewer/additional administrative tasks. 

● Being given different/fewer/additional teaching or research duties. 

● Removal of research funding/facilities/equipment. 

● Bullying by academic colleagues. 

● Another form of sanction ( open-ended question) 

The results are given in Table 28, below. 

Table 28 

Subjected To/Threatened With the Following Sanctions Because of Academic Views Held. 

Statements χ2 and Cramér’s V 

Statistics 

Group Yes No 

1. Because of your academic views have 

you been subjected to/threatened with 

denial of promotion? 

χ2 (1)= 3.05, p> 

0.05 

Cramer’s V= 0.79 

SA 8.7% 91.3% 

EU 10.5% 89.5% 

2. Because of your academic views have 

you been subjected to/threatened with 

Demotion to a lower position? 

χ2 (1) = 0.24, p> 

0.05 

Cramer’s V= 0.767                                                                                                                                                             

SA 5.2% 94.8% 

EU 3.5% 96.5% 

3. Because of your academic views have 

you been subjected to/threatened with 

being moved to another 

χ2 (1) =2.256, p = 

0.1331 

Cramer’s V= 0.655 

SA 4.7% 95.3% 

EU 4.2% 95.8% 
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department/center/unit? 

4. Because of your academic views have 

you been subjected to/threatened with 

being given different/fewer/additional 

administrative tasks? 

χ2 (1) = 1.34, p> 

0.05  

Cramer’s V= 0.577 

SA 18.4% 81.6% 

EU 9.1% 90.9% 

5. Because of your academic views have 

you been subjected to/threatened with 

being given different/fewer/additional 

teaching or research duties? 

χ2 (1) = 38.536, p= 

0.001 

Cramer’s V= 0.545 

SA 16.7% 83.3% 

EU 10.3% 89.7% 

6. Because of your academic views have 

you been subjected to/threatened with 

removal of research 

funding/facilities/equipment? 

χ2 (1) = 17.191, p= 

0.001 

Cramer’s V= 0.531 

SA 5.4% 94.6% 

EU 7.4% 92.6% 

7. Because of your academic views have 

you been subjected to/threatened with 

bullying by academic colleagues? 

χ2 (1) = 11.48, p < 

0.001 

Cramer’s V= 0.409                                                                                                                                                                      

SA 22.1% 77.9% 

EU 15.8% 84.2% 

 

Table 28 shows the results of the seven statements used to assess certain aspects of 

academic freedom within higher learning institutions in the EU and SA. The first statement 

asked respondents whether they had been denied promotions due to their academic views. The 

statement was linked with the topic of threats to academic freedom. The difference between the 

self-reported scores of the EU and SA groups was not statistically significant at 0.01 level of 
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significance (χ2 (1) = 3.05, p > 0.05). The calculated Cramer V coefficient was 0.79. In the EU 

cohort, approximately 10.5% of the respondents admitted to being denied their rightful 

promotions on account of their academic views. While only 8.7% of the SA participants agreed 

to similar claims. However, because the difference observed is not significant it is unclear 

whether the staff in the SA cohort are less likely to experience promotion-related threats because 

of their views, when compared to the EU group. 

The second statement asked whether university staff had ever been threatened with 

demotions because of their academic views. The statement was associated with the subject of 

threats to academic freedom. The calculated difference between the scores of the SA and EU 

cohorts was not statistically significant at 0.01 specified level of significance (χ2 (1) = 0.24, p > 

0.05), with a Cramer’s V coefficient of 0.767. The results indicated that a slightly larger 

proportion (5.2%) of the SA university-staff were affected with threats of being demoted, 

compared to the 3.5% participants in the EU cohort. The relatively small difference observed 

between the two groups could be attributed to chance it is not significant statistically. 

The third statement was interested in how university staff  have been threatened with 

moves to other departments on account of their academic views. The difference between the 

measures of the SA and EU groups was not statistically significant at 0.01 level of significance 

(χ2 (1) = 2.256, p > 0.1331). The calculated Cramer’s V coefficient was 0.655. The findings 

suggested that the two study cohorts were nearly equal (4.7% in SA and 4.2% in the EU group) 

regarding the reported instances of staff receiving threats of being transferred between respective 

departments. 

The fourth statement addressed whether the selected academic cohorts have been 

threatened with being given fewer administrative tasks on account of their academic views. The 
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statement was linked with the subject of using threats to reduce or hinder aspects of academic 

freedom. The obtained difference between the SA and EU cohorts was not statistically 

significant at the specified level of significance; 0.01, (χ2 (1) = 1.34, p > 0.05). The value of the 

Cramer’s V statistic was 0.577. These results imply that even though the SA group had a 

considerably larger portion of their staff receive threats (18.4%), compared to the EU cohort 

(9.1%), the difference was not significant statistically. 

The fifth statement asked respondents whether their academic views had ever led to them 

being subjected to different or additional research and teaching duties. The observed difference 

between the EU and SA groups was statistically significant (χ2 (1) = 38.536, p= 0.001), and the 

Cramer’s V coefficient was 0.545. The EU cohort reported less cases of threats (10.3%) 

regarding fewer/ additional teaching and research duties because of their academic views. The 

SA group had approximately 16.7% of the respondents claiming they had experienced such 

threats. At 0.01 level of significance, the difference between the two cohorts was statistically 

significant. 

The sixth statement determined whether the participants had been threatened with 

removal of research funding, facilities, or equipment due to their academic views.  The statement 

was associated with the use of threats to undermine academic freedom and expression. The 

calculated difference in scores between the SA and EU cohorts was significant at 0.01 level of 

significance (χ2 (1) = 17.191, p= 0.001). The value of the Cramer’s V statistic was 0.531. The 

SA cohort reported having experienced fewer instances of threats (5.4%) when compared to the 

EU group’s 7.4%. Because the result was statistically significant it implies that the SA cohort 

was rarely threatened with removal of research funding as a form of undermining their academic 

views and freedoms. 
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The last statement, the seventh, asked whether the academic staff from both cohorts had 

been subjected to bullying by their colleagues. The question was associated with the impact 

workplace influences, such as colleagues, have on academic freedom. The obtained difference 

between the EU and SA cohorts was statistically significant at 0.01 level of significance (χ2 (1) = 

11.48, p= 0.001). The Cramer’s V coefficient was 0.409. The findings suggested that more of the 

SA staff experienced bullying from their colleagues (22.1%) compared to the 15.8% reported by 

the EU group. Because the difference was significant, it indicates that in the EU colleagues were 

less likely to bully their counterparts. 

⇦ This question was also designed to enable respondents who had been subjected 

to/threatened with another form of sanction, to supply information concerning this.  Below 

in table 29, are some of the statements that respondents made.  As can be seen, respondents 

were highly critical of the management of Saudi universities, and complained about 

corruption, bullying and persecution.   

Table 29 

 Example of “Actual or Threatened Disciplinary Actions” 

Response 

I have never explicitly expressed my opinion, that is because I understand my community's 

controls which are also applied within my educational institution. 

I cannot contradict the prevailing point of view. 

Negative recommendations from the Dean or the agent regarding higher positions. 

The main style of threat is the Marginalization of the academic staff if they do not go with the 

leadership line of running the department and/or achieving their personal goals regardless of 

whether it is within the academic Law and Norm. Corruption in higher education is a big 
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phenomenon that needs real intervention. Bullying and persecution 

Completely refuse to discuss my research. 

Not to nominate for the positions of leadership despite the non-Saudi faculty members' 

vacancies and others of non- specialists.  

Had attended scientific conferences, but they have been disabled not to be raised to the 

management of the university. 

Exclusion from the Committee. 

No, but we are exposed to that because we are regarded as (class B) lecturers. In comparison 

with other university employees, we have no rights. (not Saudi) 

My promotion was rejected by my first original university as a means of compulsion to return 

to work and terminate my current loan 

 

Question 16 was a composite question, which asked respondents to indicate whether, because of 

their academic views they have experienced restrictions of their right to travel for academic 

purposes (e.g. Attending a conference) imposed by: 

● Their institution. 

● Their home state 

● A state they visited/wished to visit. 

The results are shown in the table30 below 

Table 30 

 Restrictions of the Right to Travel 

No Yes Group Statements 

84.1% 15.9 SA 1. Have restrictions on your right 
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(%) to travel been imposed by your 

institution? 96.5% 3.5% EU 

(%) 

95.2% 4.8% SA 

(%) 

2. Have restrictions on your right 

to travel been imposed by your 

home state 99.2% 0.7% EU 

(%) 

94.2% 5.8% SA 

(%) 

3. Have restrictions on your right 

to travel been imposed by a 

state you visited/wished to 

visit? 

99% 1% EU 

(%) 

 

Based on regulations, all faculty members are allowed to travel and attend conferences 

that are aligned to their specialization and research interests. However, Al-Naim noted that the 

SA Ministry of Higher Education lacked clear regulations concerning the professional 

development of its faculty members. When SA faculty members want to attend conferences, they 

are required to obtain approval from multiple bodies and committees, some of which do not grant 

permission  

Table 30 statement 1 shows the extent to which participants in the Saudi and EU cohorts 

had experienced restrictions of their right to travel for academic purposes (e.g., attending a 

conference) imposed by their institution. It was found that 15.9% of the SA group were subjected 

to travel restrictions, compared to the much lower figure of 3.5% in the EU group. So academics 

in Saudi were more than five times more likely to have experienced restrictions, when compared 
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with  the EU group  These differences were statistically significant at a 1% significance level, 

using the Chi-Square test (χ2(1)= 139.5, p<0.001). 

The second statement of Table 30 examined whether staff experienced restrictions of 

their right to travel for academic purposes (e.g., attending a conference) imposed by their home 

state. It was found that about 4.8% were subjected in the SA group compared to much lower 

0.7% in the EU group. These differences were statistically significantly at the 1% significance 

level using the Chi-Square test (χ2 (1) = 62.2, p < 0.001), indicating that SA group respondents 

have significantly experienced restrictions by their state of their right to travel for academic 

purposes more than the EU group. 

The third element in Table 30 examines the extent to which respondents have experienced 

restrictions of their right to travel for academic purposes (e.g., attending a conference) imposed 

by a state that they  visited/wished to visit.  As can be seen, 5.8% of the SA group were 

subjected to restraints by the nation that they wished to visit, compared to a much lower figure 

of 1% in the EU group. These differences were statistically significantly at the 1% significance 

level using the Chi-Square test (χ2 (1) = 67.4, p < 0.001).  However, the Cramér’s V coefficient 

was relatively low at 0.11, indicating that SA group respondents have not significantly greater 

restrictions of their right to travel for academic purposes, by other nations, than the EU group. 

⇦ This question also enabled respondents who had experienced restrictions by another 

nation of their right to travel for academic purposes because of their academic views to 

supply information concerning this.  Some of the responses are given in table 35 below.  

They endorse the previous findings which indicate that travel restrictions are a reality for 

academic staff in SA. 
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Table 31 

Example of "Restrictions of Their Right to Travel for Academic Purposes" 

Response 

They do not care about the training sessions 

Attending the Higher Education Conference in the country of Turkey 

Japan 

The university refuses to let the lecturer travel even if it is for a conference in his/ her 

specialty. 

Turkey 

The approval to participate in conferences is done through strict procedures of security, and 

therefore the teaching body's members are intelligent enough to submit to 

conferences knowing that it will be accepted. 

 

They delayed my application's papers concerning the conference costs' payment, in which I 

participated in a scientific paper, because I do not have a medium or favoritism. 

Unfortunately, there is a very high degree of corruption. 

England 

Question 17: was a composite question, which asked respondents to indicate whether, 

because of their academic views they have been threatened with legal action by: 

● Their institution. 

● An academic not working at their institution 

The results are shown in the table below. 
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Table 32 

Threatened With Legal Action 

Statements 

 

χ2 Statistics 

Group Yes No 

 

1. Have you been threatened by 

your institution, because of your 

academic views? 

 

χ2 (1) = 21.8, 

p < 0.001 

SA 5.3% 94.7% 

EU 1.8% 98.2% 

2. Have you been threatened by an 

academic not working at your 

institution because of your 

academic views? 

χ2 (1) = 

0.003, p = 

0.95 

SA 1% 99% 

EU 1% 99% 

The first statement asked whether the participants had been threatened by their 

institutions due to their academic views. The statement was linked with the topic of using legal 

action to threaten teaching and/or research staff because of their academic views. The results 

suggested that 5.3% of the respondents in the SA cohort had experienced threats of that nature, 

whereas only 1.8% from the EU group reported similar incidences. The observed difference was 

statistically significant at 0.01 level of significance (χ2 (1) = 21.8, p < 0.001). Meaning the 

probability of the EU academic staff being threatened with legal action was significantly lower 

than the likelihood within the SA cohort. 

The second statement inquired if the respondents, from both the EU and SA cohorts, had 

been threatened by academics not working at their institutions because of their academic views. 

The statement was also tied to the subject of being threatened with legal action. The calculated 
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difference between the EU and SA cohorts was not statistically significant (χ2 (1) = 0.003, p = 

0.95) at 0.05 level of significance. The results indicated that both groups had a similar portion of 

respondents (1%) who had been threatened by academics outside their respective institutions. 

The findings imply that in both regions, it is highly unlikely for academic staff to be threatened 

by people who do not work or interact with them directly or for extended periods. 

Question 18: enabled respondents to indicate whether, because of their academic views they 

have ever been refused publication of an article/book/book chapter or participation in a 

conference by: 

● Their institution. 

● The state authorities? 

Table 33 

 Denial of Publication Because of Holding Opposing Views 

NO Yes Group χ2 Statistics Statement 

96.7% 3.3% SA 

(%) 

χ2 (1) = 5.6, p= 

0.018 

1. Have you been refused 

publication of an academic 

paper by your institution, 

because of your academic 

views? 

98.3% 1.7% EU 

(%) 

98.6% 1.4% SA 

(%) 

χ2 (1) = 2.6, p= 

0.106 

2. Have you been refused 

publication of an academic 

paper by the state authorities, 

because of your academic 

views? 

99.3% 0.7% EU 

(%) 
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In Table 33 the first statement addressed whether respondents had been refused 

publication of an academic paper by their institutions on grounds of their academic views. The 

statement was related to the issue of denial of publication due to opposing academic views. The 

respondents in the SA cohort reported that approximately 3.3% of them had been denied 

publication because of their academic views. The EU group had a lower proportion of their staff 

(1.7%) record having experienced similar treatment in their institutions. The difference was 

statistically significant at 0.05 level of significance (χ2 (1) = 5.6, p= 0.018). Implying that the 

academic staff in SA were at higher risk of being sanctioned through the denial of academic 

paper publication than their EU counterparts. 

The second statement in the table focused on whether participants had been refused the 

publication of academic papers, by state authorities, on account of their academic views and 

opinions. The question was also associated with the matter of denying the publication of 

academic papers due to opposing academic views. The results suggested that 1.4% of the SA 

cohort had been denied the right to publish their research compared to the 0.7% portion from the 

EU respondents who reported similar sanctions. However, the Chi-Square test revealed that the 

noted difference between the two groups was not statistically significant at 0.05 significance 

level (χ2 (1) = 2.6, p= 0.106). Therefore, the observed difference was attributed to chance rather 

than the socio-geographic differences that constitute the daily operations of the universities in the 

EU and SA. Meaning the location of the higher education institutions did not impact the 

probability of the academic staff being denied the opportunity to publish their academic papers. 

⇦ This question was also designed to enable respondents who have ever been refused 

publication of an article/book/book chapter or participation in a conference, because of 
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their academic views, to supply information concerning this.  As can be seen, these 

comments offer few clues as to why such sanctions may have been imposed. 

Table 34 

Example of “Have Ever Been Refused Publication of an Article/Book/Book Chapter or Participation in a Conference”. 

Response 

The agreement with a scientific institution to publish a book. However, when the demands 

turned larger to provide information, the agreement was rejected, despite the time 

that was consumed with them. 

 

Biased scientific journals 

One of the scientific journals 

Articles for publication in newspapers 

A scientific Journal 

 

Question 19 :was a composite question, which asked respondents to indicate whether, because of 

their academic views they had been subjected to or threatened with : 

● physical harm by (someone within) their institution 

● psychological pressure by (someone within) their institution 

● sexual abuse or assault by (someone within) their institution 

● sexual harassment (e.g.,derogatory remarks) by (someone within) their institution 

● false charges brought against you by (someone within) their institution? 

The results are given in tables 35 below 
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Table 35 

Subjected To/Threatened Because of Academic Views. 

No Yes Group χ2 Statistics Statement 

98.6% 1.4% SA 

(%) 

χ2 (1) = 0.766, 

p=0.38147 

1. Been subjected to/threatened 

with physical harm by 

(someone within) your 

institution? 

99% 1% EU 

(%) 

81% 18.9% SA 

(%) 

χ2 (1) = 1.66, p = 

0.1966 

2. Been subjected to/threatened 

with psychological pressure 

by (someone within) your 

institution? 

83.5% 16.5% EU 

(%) 

100% 0% SA 

(%) 

χ2 (1) = 2.64, p = 

0.1036 

3. Been subjected to/threatened 

with sexual abuse or assault 

by (someone within) your 

institution? 

99.4% 0.6% EU 

(%) 

99.3% 0.7% SA 

(%) 

χ2 (1) = 6.26, p = 

0.012 

4. Been subjected to/threatened 

with sexual harassment (e.g., 

derogatory remarks) by 

(someone within) your 

institution? 

97.3% 2.7% EU 

(%) 

80.6% 19.4% SA χ2 (1) = 91.1, p < 5. Had false charges brought 
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(%) 0.001 against you by (someone 

within) your institution? 93.4% 6.6% EU 

(%) 

 

The first statement of question 19 asked academic staff whether they had been subjected 

to or threatened with physical harm by someone within their institution. The question was related 

to the issue of being threatened because of one’s academic views. The results of the Chi-Square 

test, presented in Table 35, showed that only 1.4% of the SA cohort reported being threatened 

with physical violence. The portion was even lower among the EU respondents; only 1% had 

experienced similar threats. However, the test also showed that the difference between the two 

cohorts was not of statistical significance at 0.05 level of significance (χ2 (1) = 0.766, 

p=0.38147). The outcome implies that there was no significant difference in the number of 

threats, specifically of physical harm, academic staff in SA and EU received. 

The second statement asked the respondents whether they had been threatened by 

psychological pressure in their institution. The conducted Chi-square test revealed that the 

difference between the SA and EU cohort scores were not statistically significant (χ2 (1) = 1.66, 

p=0.1966). 16.5% of the respondents from the EU group recorded that they had been subjected to 

such treatment on account of their academic views, while a slightly larger portion (18.9%) of the 

SA cohort reported having similar experiences. The findings suggested that there was no 

difference, between the two cohorts, concerning the incidence of threats linked to psychological 

pressure. 

The third statement in Table 35 inquired whether the participants had been threatened 

with sexual abuse or assault by persons within their institution. The question was designed to 
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assess the issue of being threatened because of one’s academic views. The results indicated that 

0.6% of the respondents in the EU group had been threatened with sexual assault, while no staff 

from SA admitted to having dealt with similar circumstances in their institutions. Additionally, 

the rather small difference between the two cohorts was shown to be statistically insignificant at 

0.05 level of significance (χ2 (1) = 2.64, p = 0.1036). Implying that the likelihood of being 

threatened with sexual abuse by a colleague in the same institution was approximately equal 

among the EU and SA academic staffs. 

The fourth statement covered whether the respondents had been subjected to sexual 

harassment by a person(s) within their institutions. The question addressed the concern of being 

threatened for having divergent academic opinions.  The Chi-square test indicated that the 

difference between the SA and EU cohort scores were statistically significant at 0.05 level of 

significance (χ2 (1) = 6.26, p=0.012). The result suggested that the 2.7% academic staff from the 

EU cohort who reported they were threatened with sexual harassment significantly differs from 

the 0.7% portion within the SA group. The noted difference can be attributed to the socio-

cultural and economic factors specific to the two regions. For example, in the SA there are 

certain laws that prohibit the teaching of male and female students together. If educators in SA 

disapprove of such provisions they are maybe will receive sexual harassment threats same as 

their EU counterparts. 

The fifth statement in Table 35 asked whether the participants ever had false charges 

brought up against them by someone within their institution. The SA cohort had 19.4% of their 

respondents admit to having false charges brought up against them by colleagues. Meanwhile, 

only 6.6% of the EU respondents admitted to having gone through similar experiences. The 

calculated difference between the two cohorts was statistically significant at 0.05 level of 
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significance (χ2 (1) = 91.1, p < 0.001). Implying that the participants from the SA cohort were 

approximately three times more likely to be falsely charged by their institutions than the EU 

group respondents. 

⇦ This question was also designed to enable respondents who have ever been because of 

their academic views have been subjected to physical harm, psychological pressure, 

threatened with sexual abuse or assault, threatened with sexual harassment, and threatened 

with charges being brought to supply information concerning this.  Some of these 

comments are given in table 36 below.  As can be seen, one SA respondent suggested the 

SA participants would provide deliberately erroneous answers for fear that they might lose 

their jobs. 

Table 36 

 Example of Subjected to Physical Harm, Psychological Pressure, Threatened with Sexual Abuse or Assault, Threatened with 
Sexual Harassment and Threatened with Charges Being Brought. 

Response 

Yes, this was through spreading rumors about me distorting my reputation and accusing me 

of things I did not do and opinions I did not mention 

Some people do not like the distinguished person, which causes harm trying to isolate him/ 

her or getting rid of him/ her. 

Physiological stress because of the inadequate material situation 

Charges and accusations because of spreading linguistic ideas, which contradict the 

curriculum of Arabic. 

Stress, the physical and psychological effort provided by the same institution. 
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Once again, the academics will not jeopardize their future and the future of their families in 

the country. They are moving away from the bold topics despite their importance, and 

those who have dared to face them were put under harsh sanctions. However, I think 

that all the previous questions will give false and misleading results so you will find 

the percentage of those who have been exposed to any of the above things is very 

rare. This is not because of academic freedom but because they do not go into these 

matters, knowing that the proximity to them will put them at risk. 

 

Termination of the contract. 

 

Question 20: was a composite question, which asked respondents to indicate whether, because of 

their academic views, they have been subjected to pressure to amend/not to publish any proposed 

publication or to change/not present an academic talk by: 

● Their institution. 

● Another academic 

Freedom of expression is an inherent human right of people to express their views and 

opinions without fear or the possibility of intimidation. In many countries, freedom to express 

personal views is highly suppressed, especially those nations with authoritarian forms of 

government. Work by the Scholars at Risk (2020) organization at New York University reveals 

that many academics are currently facing torture, trials, or other forms of ill-treatment due to 

their views against the government. Some academics have been coerced to write and publish 

articles against their will. Others have been forced to pull down published articles especially 

when the government feels undermined by the views. The table below shows the analysis of 

different responses from the Saudi and EU groups. 
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Table 37 

Responses Concerning Participants who have Been Forced to Withdraw Opposing Posts. 

No Yes Group χ2 Statistics Statements 

93.6% 6.4% SA 

(%) 

χ2 (1) = 11.5, p 

< 0.001 

1. Because of your academic views, have 

you been subjected to pressure to 

amend/not to publish any proposed 

publication or to change/not present an 

academic talk by your institution. 

96.7% 3.3% EU 

(%) 

94.3% 5.7% SA 

(%) 

 χ2 (1) = 3.25, 

p=0.07 

2. Because of your academic views, have 

you been subjected to pressure to 

amend/not to publish any proposed 

publication or to change/not present an 

academic talk by another academic 

91.8% 8.2% EU 

(%) 

 

The first statement in Table 37 asked respondents whether they had been subjected to 

pressure to amend or not publish proposed publications by their respective institutions. The 

statement was related to Participants who have been forced to withdraw their opposing posts. 

The Chi-square test results indicated that the difference between the SA and EU cohort self-

reported scores was statistically significant (χ2 (1) = 11.5, p < 0.001). Table 37 showed that the 

EU cohort had a slightly lower percentage (3.3%) of respondents who had been pressured to 

amend their publications, compared to the SA group, which had 6.4% of its academic staff report 

similar incidents. The difference can be attributed to the different levels of academic oppression 

exercised in higher learning institutions in SA and the EU. 
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The second statement addressed whether participants had been subjected to pressure to 

amend proposed publications or academic talks by other learning institutions. According to the 

results of the Chi-square test, the difference in scores between the two cohorts was not 

statistically significant at 0.05 level of significance (χ2 (1) = 3.25, p=0.07). The EU cohort had 

8.2% of their respondents agree to have been subjected to pressure not to publish their proposed 

publications. In comparison, the percentage of respondents in the SA group who had experienced 

similar circumstances was only 5.7%. Because the difference was not statistically significant, it 

is possible to conclude that the varying number of staff who experienced pressure to amend or 

not publish their academic papers or presentations between the two cohorts was primarily due to 

chance. 

⇦ This question was also designed to enable respondents who had been subjected to pressure 

to amend/not to publish any proposed publication or to change/not present an academic talk  

because of their academic views  to supply information concerning this. 

Table 38 

 Example of Subject to Pressure to Amend/Not to Publish any Proposed Publication or to Change/Not Present an Academic Talk. 

Response 

I cannot contradict the prevailing point of view. 

A book that the Ministry of Information apologized for publishing. 

A scientific journal 

 

Question 21: "Have you ever practiced self-censorship (that is, refrained from publishing, 

teaching, talking, or doing research on a particular topic, for fear of negative repercussions, such 

as loss of privileges, demotion, physical harm, etc.)?" 
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Table 39 

Participants' Responses Concerning Self-Censorship 

No Yes Group Statement 

72.6% 27.4% SA 

(%) 

Have you ever practiced self-censorship (that is, 

refrained from publishing, teaching, talking or doing 

research on a particular topic, for fear of negative 

repercussions, such as loss of privileges, demotion, 

physical harm, etc.)? 

78.7% 21.3% EU 

(%) 

 

The analysis shows a high incidence of self-censor in both SU and EU cohorts. However 

greater self-censorship and lower academic freedom was evident in SA, where more than one in 

four faculty members admitted practicing self-censorship to avoid possible punishment. (χ2 (1) = 

44.87   showed there was statistically significant difference between the SA and EU clusters at a 

confidence level of 0.01. 

Question 22: was a composite question, which asked respondents to indicate whether, because of 

their academic views they have experienced, or been threatened with, infringement of their 

academic freedom in their institution because of their: 

● Gender 

● Race  

● Political views 

● Membership of an ethnic minority 

This question was asked as it was hypothesized that academic freedom in many 

institutions of higher learning may be affected by gender, race, political views, or membership of 

an ethnic minority. Previous work by Karran and Mallinson (2017) shows that the academic 



195 
 

freedom of some faculty members has been infringed upon due to their races, gender, or political 

views. Some academics have been denied the freedom to publish their research due to political 

views that are perceived to be non-grata. Additionally, a lot of cases have been reported where 

faculty members have been victimized and their academic freedom encroached due to their races. 

Victimization of academic freedom due to race, gender, and the political view is uncalled for and 

should be battled at all costs. The table below shows the analysis of responses from various 

respondents.     

The results are shown in Table 40 below. These personal characteristics are considered as 

individual attributes of staff, which should not have any impact on their academic freedom. 

Although the figure is not that high in SA, that kind of threatened with infringement of their 

academic freedom in their institution because of gender, race, and membership of an ethnic 

minority should not exist in the Muslim community, as the religion of Islam has a great value 

that the origin of equality between people is due to humanity. There should be no difference 

between male and female, Arab or non-Arab, white, or black except with piety. The Islamic 

religion, which is at the core of SA society, affirms that all people are equal like the teeth of a 

comb and that no Arab is superior to a non-Arab, nor is a white person superior to a black 

person, unless by virtue of personal integrity and moral rectitude. 

Table 40 

 Threatened With, Infringement of Your Academic Freedom. 

Statements Groups Yes No 

1. Have you experienced, or been threatened with, infringement 

of your academic freedom in your institution because of your 

gender? 

SA 5.90

% 

94.10

% 

EU 1.40 98.60

http://context.reverso.net/translation/english-arabic/unless+by
http://context.reverso.net/translation/english-arabic/of+personal+integrity
http://context.reverso.net/translation/english-arabic/moral+rectitude
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% % 

2. Have you experienced, or been threatened with, infringement 

of your academic freedom in your institution because of your 

race? 

SA 7.60

% 

92.40

% 

EU 0.30

% 

99.70

% 

3. Have you experienced, or been threatened with, infringement 

of your academic freedom in your institution because of your 

political views? 

SA 5.70

% 

94.30

% 

EU 2.70

% 

97.30

% 

4. Have you experienced, or been threatened with, infringement 

of your academic freedom in your institution because of your 

membership of an ethnic minority? 

SA 4.80

% 

95.20

% 

EU 0.60

% 

99.40

% 

 

The first row of Table 40 examines whether respondents had  experienced, or been 

threatened with, infringement of their academic freedom in their institution because of their 

gender.  As can be seen, 5.9% of the SA group reported infringements of their academic freedom 

in relation to their gender, compared to a much lower figure of 1.4% in the EU group. This 

difference is statistically significantly at the 1% level (χ2 (1) = 44.87, p < 0.001)., indicating that 

the SA group respondents experienced, or been threatened with, infringement of their academic 

freedom significantly more than the EU group.  Given the universities in SA are all single 

gender, it is surprising that 5% (I in 20) of the SA cohort reported infringements of their 

academic freedom because of their gender.  
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The second personal attribute examined was that of race.  As row 2 of table 40  shows 

7.6% of the SA group reported that they have experienced, or been threatened with, infringement 

of their academic freedom in their institution because of their race.  Again, this figure was much 

higher than that recorded (0.3%) for the EU group (0.3%). These differences are statistically 

significant at the 1% level using the Chi-square test (χ2 (1) = 236.6, p < 0.001) Indicating that SA 

group respondents had experienced, or been threatened with, infringement of their academic 

freedom significantly more than the EU group. It is difficult to understand why academics from 

SA might suffer from greater infringements of their academic freedom on the basis of their 

ethnicity.  However, only 72.9% of the respondents who completed the survey and were 

employed in the universities of Saudi Arabia were Saudi nationals, 10.63% were Egyptian and 

7.85% were Jordanian.  It is possible that survey participants were discriminated against on the 

basis of their nationality. 

The third personal attribute on what data was gathered was the political views of people. 

The third row of Table 40 indicates that 5.7% of the Saudi cohort reported that they had 

experienced, or been threatened with, infringement of their academic freedom because of their 

political views, while the comparable figure for the EU group was only 2.7%. These differences 

are statistically significant at the 1% level using the Chi-square test (χ2 (1) = 12.18, p < 0.001). 

As has been indicated, only circa 70% of the SA cohort were Saudi nationals.  However, 

the majority of respondents were of arab ethnicity.  Despite this 4.8% of the Saudi respondents 

reported that they have experienced, or been threatened with, infringement of their academic 

freedom in their institution because of their membership of an ethnic minority. The comparable 

figure for the EU group was much lower, at 0.6%.  These differences are statistically significant 

at the 1% level using the Chi-square test (χ2 (1) = 76.12, p < 0.001). 
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It is interesting to note that, when looking at the attributes of gender, race, political views and 

ethnicity, in every instance, although few in number, a greater % of the SA respondents (than the 

EU respondents)  claimed that their academic freedom had been diminished on account of these 

particular personal characteristics.  These differences may lie in the fact that gender and racial 

equality tend to be relatively well developed in the democratic nations of the EU, when 

compared with Saudi Arabia. 

⇦ This question invited those respondents who had been subjected to/ threatened with 

infringement of academic freedom on account of some other reason to provide more detailed 

information about the reason their academic freedom had been negated.  These comments tended 

to validate some of the statistical findings, for example, respondents referred to the impact of 

racism, religion, intolerance and favouritism.  
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Table 41 

Examples of Threatened Because of Other Reasons (Gender, Race...). 

Response 

Personal interests. 

Exclusion from higher positions due to the regional favouritism 

There might be a territorial discrimination 

My intellectual orientations. 

Religious 

Yes, because my relatives have political activity. At the beginning of my education, some 

registered for me, those who intend to ask me political questions without any relation 

to my specialization. 

Regional and tribal racism is widespread in my institution. 

Differentiation only in positions and rights between Saudis and foreigners 

Jealousy, isolationism, and domination. 

Bias and intolerance to a particular academic specialization 

Ignorance of specific areas, such as the university's branches in villages. 

Academic racism 

Fidelity to work 

Tribe or region 
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Question 23 :was a composite question, which required respondents to utilize a five-point Likert 

scale to indicate their relative agreement/disagreement with the following statements: 

● Individual academic freedom for teaching is very important to me. 

● Individual academic freedom for teaching has declined in my institution in recent years. 

● Individual academic freedom for research is very important to me. 

● Individual academic freedom for research has declined in my institution in recent years. 

● My institution's autonomy (i.e., the widest practical measure of freedom from state 

regulation) is very important to me. 

● Institutional autonomy has declined in my institution in recent years. 

● Self-governance (i.e., the right of academic staff to participate in the governance of a 

higher education institution) in my institution is very important to me. 

● Self-governance has declined in my institution in recent years. 

● Employment protection for academic staff in my institution (i.e., permanent contracts, 

which are not easily terminable for institutional reasons) is very important to me. 

● Employment protection for academic staff in my institution has declined in recent years. 

● The commercialization of higher education is of great concern to me. 

● The commercialization of higher education has increased in recent years 

 

This question addressed the importance that respondents' attached to the substantive (freedom for 

teaching, freedom for academic freedom) and supportive elements (institutional autonomy, self-

governance, and employment protection) of academic freedom and whether they believed that 

these had declined in recent years. 
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Table 42 

 Respondents’ Responses Concerning Academic Freedom and Institutional Autonomy 

 Statements  Group SD D N A SA 

1. Individual academic freedom for 

teaching is very important to me. 

SA 0.70% 0.70% 6.90% 30.70% 61% 

EU 0.10% 0.40% 3.60% 33.60% 62.30% 

2. Individual academic freedom for 

teaching has declined in my 

institution in recent years. 

SA 2.60% 11.60% 50.10% 22.60% 13.10% 

EU 9% 29.90% 33.90% 20.70% 6.40% 

3. Individual academic freedom for 

research is very important to me. 

SA 0.50% 1.20% 6.40% 36.70% 55.20% 

EU 0.10% 0.30% 2% 25.40% 72.20% 

4. Individual academic freedom for 

research has declined in my 

institution in recent years. 

SA 3.10% 14% 52.30% 19.20% 11.40% 

EU 8.70% 27.40% 31.90% 24.80% 7.10% 

5. My institution's autonomy (i.e. 

the widest practical measure of 

freedom from state regulation) is 

very important to me. 

SA 1.40% 3.10% 27.30% 35.10% 33.20% 

EU 

 

 

0.40% 1.50% 10% 

 

 

39.70% 48.40% 

6. Institutional autonomy has 

declined in my institution in 

SA 1.70% 13.10% 53.10% 22.40% 9.80% 

EU 5.10% 19.20% 32% 32.40% 11.50% 
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recent years. 

7. Self-governance (i.e. the right of 

academic staff to participate in 

the governance of a higher 

education institution) in my 

institution is very important to 

me. 

SA 0.90% 3.30% 15.20% 41.50% 39.10% 

EU 0.20% 1.30% 10.40% 43% 45.10% 

8. Employment protection for 

academic staff in my institution, 

notably tenure (i.e. permanent 

contracts, which are not easily 

terminable for institutional 

reasons.) 

SA 1% 1.90% 22.80% 41.80% 32.50% 

EU 0.40% 1.40% 7.20% 36.10% 55.10% 

9. Employment protection and 

tenure for academic staff in my 

institution has declined in recent 

years. 

 

SA 3.80% 15.70% 41.20% 23.30% 16% 

EU 5% 18.30% 24.70% 29.30% 22.70% 

 

 The first and third statements of Table 42 indicate the participants’ responses about the 

significance of teaching and research freedoms to higher education. Concerning statement 1, 

both the SA and EU clusters agreed that the freedom of teaching (SA=91.7%, EU=95.9%) and 
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research (SA=91.9%, EU=97.6%) were essential to their ability to fulfill their roles. However, 

there are statistically significant differences between the two countries concerning the decline of 

teaching and research freedoms. The findings indicate that 35.0% of SA participants 

agree/strongly agree that there has been a decline in teaching freedom in the country compared to 

27.1% in the EU cluster. Similarly, 30 and 31% of SA and EU participants agree/strongly agree 

that there has been a decline in research freedoms, respectively. The observed decline in SA can 

be attributed to the absence of comprehensive constitutional and legislative policies that protect 

academic freedom. 

 Concerning academic freedom at the organizational level, 68.3% of SA and 88.1% of EU 

respondents agreed/strongly agreed that an institution’s autonomy was significant to the faculty 

members’ ability to fulfill their teaching and research roles. Additionally, 32.2% of SA 

respondents and 43.9% of EU faculty members strongly agreed that institutional autonomy had 

declined. Regarding self-governance, 80.6% of SA participants and 88.1% of EU respondents 

agreed and strongly agreed that it was essential to academic freedom. The reduced support from 

SA respondents regarding institutional autonomy and declined self-governance may be attributed 

to their limited experience about academic freedom and how it may influence their teaching and 

research activities.  

Table 42 statement 9 examines the additional supportive element of academic freedom of 

employment protection (tenure) in both the SA and EU clusters. At least 74.3% of SA 

respondents and 91.2% of the EU cluster agreed/strongly agreed that employment protection was 

essential to them. Additionally, 39.3% of the SA participants and 52% of the EU faculty 

members agreed and strongly agreed that there had been a decline in employment protection. 
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The obtained results indicate that the SA respondents had limited experience about employment 

protection and its impact on academic freedom.   

Table 43 

 Further Comments on Experience of Academic Freedom 

Response  

Yes to most of the answers because we originally do not practice academic freedom 

There are no written rules to restrict or protect academic freedom but if students complain, 

the matter sometimes is investigated. So that instructors have to be careful not to offend 

the students' sensibilities. 

I cannot contradict the prevailing view 

Academic Freedom almost rarely exists. It is the centrality of non-informed decisions that are 

usually taken by non-qualified people that impact academic freedom. Also, the chronic 

discrimination according to nationality and according to tribes within the same 

nationality. Very sad! 

Academic freedom concerning your freedom to give lectures and how to hold them is a 

source of concern. This contradicts the interests of the students, and the administrative 

laws disagree preventing them from being achieved. This will expose you to legal 

accountability if you violate the matter without hearing your point of view. 

There are departments in the university do not welcome new members in order to preserve 

the privileges and opportunities they receive. 

The members of the faculty have become obliged to study outside Saudi Arabia since the 

local universities are not trusted, especially in the past years. 

My research topic has not been approved because of the sensitivity of its title and the 

potentiality of the fact that the results might violate the dominant prevailing intellectual 

trends. 
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 In addition to expressing their level of agreement with the statements concerning the 

various elements of academic freedom, respondents were also given the option of expressing 

their opinions by means of a free text box.  Some of their opinions are given in table 47 below.  

These comments provide further validation of the trends uncovered by the statistical analysis. 

Hence, for example, respondents mentioned the absence of academic freedom in SA, and also 

problems with sexism and nationalism.  

 

There is a group of male doctors in my university who still treat women as less capable of 

teaching, research and creativity. 

My period of work was among foreigners who were in constant anxiety and fear. In return, 

the Saudis were assured that (no one but the minister can terminate him/ her). 

As I mentioned earlier, academic freedom does not arise in the vacuum, rather it is the 

daughter of the political, social and religious system in any society, that there is no 

need for us to look for skyscrapers in the garbage. 

The academic freedom starts up from the professor dealing with his students where reality 

and fact are manifested upon himself/ herself. 

Perhaps my words are shocking or somewhat repetitive, but as I wrote earlier, for example, 

the research freedom and experiments on human beings are considered internationally 

prohibited. This is, however, considered a kind of censorship of academic freedom. Of 

course, I do not claim or call for it, rather I am against it, but I have used it as a simple 

example to prove that there is no concept of academic freedom. However, it is different 

from one place to another, that what some people think of as academic freedom, might 

be seen as a disgusting and outcast concept by others. In the end, academic freedom is 

closely related to the environment where the human was born and raised. 
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Section C – The Demographic Characteristics of Respondents  

One section of the survey was designed to gather demographic information about the 

respondents, in terms of their gender, age, ethnicity, etc.  

Question 24 asked about the gender of the respondents, as can be seen from the results in table 

48 54% of the SA group were male, compared with 60.9% of the EU cohort.  This is perhaps 

surprising, given that gender equality is less evident in SA than in the EU nations.  However, it 

may be that, because gender equality does not exist in SA, female academics in SA were more 

likely and motivated than those in the EU to complete the survey. 

Table 44 

 Respondents’ Gender 

Gender Group 

SA EU 

Male % 54.1% 60.9% 

Female % 45.9% 39.1% 

Total % 100.0% 100.0% 

Males accommodate (54.1%) in the Saudi Arabia Sample group and significantly more 

(60.9%) for the EU sample group, respectively (45.9%) and (39.1%) females. 

 Question 25: was about the year of birth of the respondents, and the data was re-calibrated to get 

the age of the cohorts. 

In SA, the population is divided into various age groups. The age 1-20 contains the 

population median with a ratio of 1.05 males per female. Age 21-50, which is the middle age 

group, forms the largest share of the total population. It is approximated to be in the ratio of 1.03 

males per female. Lastly, age 50 and over are the largest majority in the labor market. The 

majority of this population are in various institutions, either taking postgraduate degrees or 
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working as Lecturers and professors. The table below shows various respondents’ ages from 

various institutions in SA and the EU. 

Table 45 

 Age Range 

 Age group Group 

SA EU 

less than 30 N 27 88 

% 6.6% 1.7% 

30 to 39 N 158 641 

% 38.5% 12.4% 

40 to 49 N 114 1294 

% 27.8% 25.1% 

50 to 59 N 88 1468 

% 21.5% 28.5% 

60 or more N 23 1664 

% 5.6% 32.3% 

  410 

100% 

5155 

100% 

Chi-Square value χ2  = 320.8   d.f. = 9    p- value:   <0.001 

Significant at a 1% level 

 

For the SA group, age is normally distributed, with the lowest dispersion for those aged 

less than 30 years (6.6%) and those aged 60 or more (5.6%), and the highest concentration for 

those aged 30 to 39 years (38.5 % ). The distribution is much different for the EU group as the 
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highest distribution is for age group 60 and more (32.3%) whereas there are too few in the age 

group less than 30 (1.7%) and second least for ages between 30 to 39 (12.3%). These differences 

were found to be statistically significant at the 1% level,  using the chi-square test (χ2 (9) = 

320.8, p < 0.001). Hence the age profile of the EU sample participants is strongly skewed 

towards the elderly, when compared with the SA group.  Conversely, the profile of the SA cohort 

of participants is skewed to the younger age group, especially the 30-39 age group. To some 

extent these trends reflect the overall demographic profiles for SA and the EU nations.  Because 

of, for example, good health care and social services for the elderly, the EU nations have a larger 

proportion of the population aged 65 and over, whereas in SA a large % of the population are 

relatively young.  Another factor may be that universities in the EU states have existed for over 

1000 years, whereas in SA higher education provision was first provided in 1949. 

Question 26: was " What is your Nationality?" 

Regarding their nationality, the absolute majority was formed by Saudi nationals 

(72.91%), followed by the Egyptians (10.63%), and the Jordanians (7.85%) with the least 

distribution for Yamani and Italians at (0.25%) each. 

Question 27: was about the period that the subjects had worked in their present institution. 

Most of the respondents indicated that they have worked from 1 to 10 years for both cohorts, as 

indicated in table 46 

Table 46 

Length of Service in Current Institution 

"For how long have you worked 

in your present institution?" 

Group 

SA EU 

Less than one year 3.6% 4.3% 
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1 – 5 years 39.8% 20.9% 

6 – 10 years 24.0% 19.6% 

11 – 15 years 11.2% 17.5% 

16 – 20 years 6.0% 11.9% 

21 – 25 years 5.2% 9.4% 

More than 25 years 10.2% 16.3% 

 

Table 46 represents staff answers to a question about the period that the subjects had 

worked in their present institution, the highest portion in the SA group is for working between 1 

to 5 years (39.8%) compared to (20.9%) for the EU group also as the highest portion. Both 

groups follow this by working between 6 to 10 years for the SA group (24%) compared to 

(19.6%) for the EU group. Nevertheless, following the age distribution of participants (as shown 

in table 48), a greater % of the EU group had worked in the current institution for more than 25 

years (16.3%) compared to the SA group (10.2%).  

Question 28: was designed to record information about the seniority, and official job title 

(Professor, Associate/Assistant Professor, Reader, Lecturer, Research Fellow, etc.) of 

respondents.  The breakdown of the sample, between these different job titles is shown in table 

47 below 

Table 47 

Job Role of Respondents (SA only) 

Response SA (%) 

Teaching Assistant 

 

(13.22) 
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Lecturer 122 

(29.33) 

Professor 40 

(9.62) 

Assistant Professor 126 

(30.29) 

Associate Professor 68 

(16.35) 

Researcher 1 

(0.24) 

Other 4 

(0.96) 

 416 (100) 

 

Table 47 shows that the largest occupational group are working as assistant professors 

(30.29%) followed by that of Lecturer (29.33%). On the other hand, professor and associate 

professors accommodate for less, together as (25.97%).  It is difficult to assess whether, in terms 

of the different occupational groups, the sample is typical and/or representative. 

Question 29: requested respondents to indicate their broad teaching/research discipline(s).  

The results are shown in table 48. As can be seen the largest groups are Humanities and Pure 

Sciences.  Universities in Europe normally teach a wide range of social science subjects, 

including politics, international relations, sociology, and anthropology.  However, universities in 

Saudi Arabia habitually do not offer degrees in these subjects. 
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Table 48 

Subject Disciplines of Respondents (Saudi Arabia only) 

Response SA (%) 

Humanities 162 

(40.29) 

Health Science 53 

(13.18) 

Science 172 

(42.79) 

Literary 1 

(0.25) 

Other 14 

(3.48) 

 402 (100) 

 

Question 30: was a composite question, which related to the respondents employment 

security and asked respondents to indicate whether their  contracts could be terminated for 

the following reasons: 

● Very serious misconduct. 

● Other (less serious) disciplinary reasons. 

● As a result of negative assessments of the quality of their work by my employer. 

● As a result of institutional reasons 

● For other reasons 

● uncertain or do not know 
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The results are shown in the table49 below. 

Table 49 

 Reasons for Their Contract That can be Terminated 

No Yes Group 

Statements 

70.8% 29.2% SA 

(%) 

I am uncertain or I do not know. 

90.4% 9.6% EU 

(%) 

42.8% 57.2% SA 

(%) 

Very serious misconduct. 

43.7% 56.3% EU 

(%) 

89% 11% SA 

(%) 

Other (less serious) disciplinary 

reasons. 

92.1% 7.9% EU 

(%) 

91.6% 8.4% SA 

(%) 

As a result of negative assessments of 

the quality of my work by my 

employer 80.2% 19.8% EU 

(%) 

79.2% 20.8% SA 

(%) 

As a result of institutional reasons 



213 
 

61.1% 38.9% EU 

(%) 

              

This question required the respondent to give reasons why they could be dismissed from 

their academic positions. In Saudi Arabia, dismissal of employees from institutions of higher 

learning is quite a complex and lengthy process. As such, concrete evidence that meets a given 

threshold must be provided for such cases to be admissible in a court of law. However, every 

institution institutes its internal organ that is mandated to assess and scrutinize the conduct of the 

staff and faculty members. In any event, if the commissioned committee finds the evidence 

convincing beyond any reasonable doubt to dismiss an employee following the evidence 

presented, then they would not hesitate to do so. During this research, different respondents 

provided various reasons that had led to their dismissal from the job, among them included gross 

misconduct and other institutional reasons. The table above shows the analysis of results from 

various respondents. About 29.2% of the participants from the SA group were uncertain about 

whether their contract could be terminated, compared to 9.6% in the EU group. Over half of the 

participants (57.2%) from the SA group believed that their contracts could be terminated for very 

serious misconduct, compared to 56.3% of the EU group. About 11% of the SA group believed 

that their contracts could be terminated for other (less serious) disciplinary reasons, compared to 

7.9% in the EU group.  

Approximately 19.8% of the participants from the EU group indicated that their contracts 

could be terminated as a result of negative assessments of the quality of their work by their 

employers. The portion was high compared to 8.4% in the SA group. About 20.8% of 
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participants from the SA cohort indicated that their contracts could be terminated as a result of 

institutional reasons, compared to 38.9% in the EU group.  

Table 50 

 Summary of χ2, Significance, and Cramér’s V Statistics 

Statement χ2 Significance Cramér’s 

V 

I am uncertain or I do not know. 152 <0.001 

Significant at 1% 

level 

 .162    

Very serious misconduct. 126 0.72 

Not significant 

.005    

Other (less serious) disciplinary reasons. 5.132   0.023 

Significant at 1% 

level 

.030    

As a result of negative assessments of the 

quality of my work by my employer. 

33.013 <0.001 

Significant at 1% 

level 

.076    

As a result of institutional reasons 54.11    <0.001 

Significant at 1% 

level 

.097    

Table 50 indicates the Chi-square test significance level and Cramer’s V test results. 

From the table, the significance levels indicate whether the χ2 outcomes are significant 

statistically. For example, the number of employees who claimed that they did not know or were 

uncertain of the reasons for their dismissal is statistically significant (p= 0.001). The results are 



215 
 

also significant statistically when the reason for dismissal was due to negative assessments of the 

quality of work and institutional reasons (p= 0.001 in both instances). However, at 0.01 (1% 

significance level) dismissal due to serious misconduct and disciplinary reasons was statistically 

not significant (p= 0.72, p= 0.023 respectively).The Cramer’s V values indicate the effect size of 

the five stated reasons for dismissal. Therefore, from Table 54 being uncertain or not knowing 

the reason for dismissal has the highest effect size; 0.162. However, this obtained effect size is 

considered to be small in statistical studies (0.2= small, 0.5= medium, and 0.8= large effect size), 

implying that the overall difference between the five reasons for dismissal is rather small. 

Section D – Opinions Regarding Academic Freedom and its Relations to Work and 

Responsibilities 

Question 31: This question also allowed respondents to provide any other comments / opinions 

that they would like to add about academic freedom concerning academic work and 

responsibilities.  Some of the responses have been listed in table 51 below.  As can be 

seen, most of the comments suggested that respondents believed that academic freedom 

was a problem in SA, and therefore hoped that this research would successfully help to 

address some of the major problems with the concept 

Table 51 

Comments or Opinion Regarding Academic Freedom 

Response 

Academic freedom is a reflection of civil liberties 

Needs of serious rethinking on all levels starting with the ministry of higher education. 

It is a necessity to support research that serves the country, especially that which serves 

the group of people with special needs, for example. Thank you for the questionnaire and 
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sorry for being late in filling out the questionnaire, the lecturer. Congratulations Dr and 

greetings to you and the honorable supervisor. 

 

Administrative and academic work takes most of my time. 

Very interesting topic, I wish you success 

It was a useful questionnaire. I wish you success 

Failure to give the faculty's member the enough time to research in addition to the 

increased teaching and administrative burden, which created a weakness in our research 

outputs. 

Wish you success and forgive me because I have finished the questionnaire in just one 

session and did not review my answers. Good luck my sister. 

There are a lot of violations of academic freedom, and this stems from the culture of 

officials at the university and their insistence on this methodology. However, they are 

inheriting that for those who come after them. Allah witnesses all this. 

My sincere praying to the sister Ashwaq Al Dosari for success 

I am absolutely certain that the academic staff will not be developed unless the concept 

which says (minister will not terminate me) vanishes. 

I hope that the material, moral and recreational affairs of the researchers will be supported 

and facilitated to promote higher education in all Arab universities and especially inside 

the universities of SA, so that it becomes the world's first centers. 

My praying to you and all of us to have a full academic freedom 
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4.8 Conclusion 

The outcomes discussed in the chapter sought to address the numerous aspects of 

academic freedom, such as the freedom to teach and conduct research, the governance of higher 

learning institutions, autonomy, and tenure. The researcher compared the responses gathered 

from the academic staff selected within the two cohorts of interest, SA and EU. Generally, the 

results showed the respondents had high positive views regarding the level of protection for 

academic freedom within their academic institutions. 

The study outcomes revealed that both EU and SA-affiliated staff in the higher education 

sector often face threats due to their academic views and opinions. For example, the results 

indicated that at least 7.5% of those in the SA cohort were Subjected to disciplinary action by 

their colleagues (Table 25). Compared to the EU cohort, where only 4.1% of the respondents 

received similar treatment, the SA group was significantly more prone to experiences of 

academic oppression. Then the study also examined or estimated the incidences related to the 

disciplinary actions taken against staff on account of expressing their views in academic 

publications. Similarly, the SA group recorded a slightly higher number of respondents (5.9%) 

that had been subjected to such punishment. The EU reported only 3.4% of the persons from 

their cohort had experienced the same. The findings primarily suggested that the persons in the 

SA cohort were more likely to experience cases of disciplinary action compared to those in the 

EU group. 

Concerning the freedom of governance in higher learning institutions, there was a 

statistically significant difference between the two experimental groups. The primary 

investigator asked the teaching staff whether the dean/ head of department should come from 

within the faculty and if academic staff should be able to exercise decisive control over his/ her 
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nomination, election, and appointment. The findings suggested that more in the SA cohort 

(90.6%) agreed/ strongly agreed with the statement as opposed to the EU group that had an 

agreement percentage of 75.5%. The higher percentage of the SA responses in agreement with 

the statement were attributed to their passion for academic freedom; on account of the socio-

political rights they are often denied. 

To address the freedom of autonomy present among the universities from both SA and 

the EU, the primary investigator asked the respondents to indicate the extent of their agreement, 

concerning the financial dependence of public universities on government funding. 34.3% of the 

respondents from the EU cohort agreed public universities should not be too dependent on the 

government, whereas 78.1% from the SA group had a similar opinion. The difference was 

significant statistically (χ2= 439.9, 4 d.f., p<0.001 Cramér’s V=0.28). The investigator also 

asked participants whether tenure for academic staff was essential to the quality of higher 

education. The question was linked with the concept of the freedom of tenure, and it revealed 

that 9.3% of the SA cohort, and 6.9% from the EU group, either disagreed or strongly disagreed 

with the statement. At 1% level of significance the difference between the two experimental 

cohorts was determined to be statistically significant (χ2 (4) = 125.07, p < 0.001). The EU cohort 

was assessed to be more informed on matters regarding employment protection in the education 

sector, which explained why a majority of their respondents agreed that tenure for academic staff 

is essential to the quality of education or research. Additionally, 79.4% respondents from the EU 

agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, while only 58.3% from the SA group had the same 

response. 

By expressing their opinions during research, teaching, or even outside their respective 

institutions, the sample of academic staff in both SA and EU were constantly placing themselves 
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at risk of receiving threats or being subjected to undesired working conditions. Some of the staff 

admitted to being denied promotions, sexually harassed, moved to different departments, and 

some even had their research funding halted. More in the EU cohort (10.5%) were denied their 

promotions, compared to the portion of persons refused in SA (8.7%)  (Table 30). Even though 

more in the SA cohort were threatened with dismissals for their academic utterances at non-

public functions compared to the EU group. Most of the percentages obtained were proven to be 

statistically significant at either 0.01 or 0.05 level(s) of significance. The differences that were 

not significant indicated that some phenomena were simply a result of chance, and not associated 

with the socio-geographical factors of interest. The analysis conducted in the current study was 

undertaken because it helped determine how much higher learning institutions value or protect 

academic freedoms.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

The current analysis was conducted to better understand aspects of academic freedom 

that academic professionals in SA. The analysis compared responses made from an EU cohort to 

those from the SA group to determine whether the differences or similarities noted were 

statistically significant. The primary investigator utilized interview responses from the 

participants of both cohorts to comprehend their academic experiences. The process of data 

analysis involved coding the responses that were provided by the two study groups. The open-

ended questions enabled the investigator to gain more knowledge concerning the underlying 

themes of academic freedom the respondents were exposed to at their respective. 
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5 Chapter Five:  Results of Qualitative Data Analysis 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the qualitative results that were derived from the research data and 

analyses any of the variations concerning the study findings that were noted among and within 

the responses provided by the research participants. The research intended to understand 

different dimensions, barriers, and application of academic freedom through a qualitative study. 

This study's process of data analysis involved the coding of the responses that were provided by 

the study respondents.  Thematic analysis was performed in the research study because it allows 

for a rigorous examination of qualitative data and provides sufficient interpretations (Castleberry 

and Nolen, 2018) provided by Corbin and Strauss (2014). This technique was the most 

appropriate for this study for the identification of major themes and initial codes. From three 

research questions: 

Research question 1: What is the faculty members’ understanding of academic freedom at 

Saudi University? 

Research Question 2: To what extent or degree is academic freedom available to faculty 

members in Saudi Arabia University? 

Research Question 3: Do faculty members face any barriers with respect to academic 

freedom in Saudi Arabian Universities? 

This study identified total of (7) sub-themes from four major thematic areas (definitions of 

academic freedom,  aspects of academic freedom , and Barriers with respect to academic 

freedom 
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The coding process, as well as the constant comparative technique, has widely been used by 

several authors including  Butterfield et al. (2005) ; Chell (1998) and Hughes (2007). 

Nonetheless, this study sought to comprehend how members of the faculty define academic 

freedom and how they describe their experiences and incidents that significantly affect their 

understandings and opinions about academic freedom. The present study also sought to 

determine how the members of the faculty can navigate through academic freedom, which occurs 

under the norms of scholarly professional and religious statements and beliefs.   

5.2 Interview sample 

The study implemented a qualitative research design, which was predominantly by means 

of a structured interview layout. The structured interview research instrument had a total of 25 

questions and lasted only for half hour to an hour. The study involved a sample of 15 faculty 

members, involving both tenured and non-tenured members of the faculty specialized in 

teaching in the academic disciplines of Inorganic Chemistry Nanomaterials, English language, 

Analytical Chemistry, Biology, Animal Science Parasites, Biology, Genetics, Psychology, 

Invertebrates, History and Civil Engineering. The members of the faculty were required to give 

their opinions and comments to the interview questions according to their experiences and 

observations. The data was then analyzed to identify any significant differences in the responses 

between the faculty members. This study then used the thematic content analysis technique 

to analyze the responses provided by the members of the faculty in terms of the definitions of 

academic freedom, barriers of academic freedom, categories of academic freedom, and the 

dimensions of academic freedom.  
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5.3 Demographic characteristics of the study sample 

This study interviewed 7 (47%) males and 8 (53%) females. This was a good gender 

representation of the faculty members in Saudi Arabia. 

Table 52 

 Gender of the participants 

Gender Number Percentage (%) 

Male 7 47 

Female 8 53 

Total 15 100 

The age range in years  Number Percentage (%) 

19-24     

25-29 1 7 

30-34 2 13 

35-39 3 20 

40-49 8 53 

50+ 1 7 

Total 15 100 

  

5.4 Thematic content analysis and Data Coding 

This qualitative study adopted the thematic content analysis for the processes of analysis 

and interpretation of the study data that was collected through the research interviews. The aim 

of organizing data for thematic content analysis according to Patton (1990, p. 384) is “to 

facilitate the search for patterns and themes within a particular setting or across cases”. The 

method of thematic content analysis is convenient for the analysis of the content of interviews as 
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well as in examining the underlying themes of the research responses (Bryman, 2008). The 

present study analyzed the interviews for the study for the identification of the respective themes. 

The coding process was initially achieved by open coding. This involves the 

identification of all of the practicable data pieces that are considered as descriptive, tangible, and 

are also relevant and appropriate for answering a study’s research questions (Merriam, 2009). 

The next coding process involves the classifications of the elements that were initially revealed 

during the initial process of open coding. This second stage process has been referred to as the 

axial (analytical) coding (Corbin and Strauss, 2014; Merriam, 2009). The responses that had 

similar expressive codes were categorized and clustered together in order of making comparisons 

across and within the participants' responses and this led to the establishment of the study's major 

themes. The responses were further refined and subthemes were respectively added to describe 

the data.  

This study's data was gathered using interviews that were transformed into written text. 

The researcher for this study had to go through the responses and information that was described 

by the research participants to gain a common understanding of the study information. After 

going through all the study responses, the researcher moved to the next step, which was the 

coding process. The study employed the open coding process as provided by Merriam (2009). 

This was done by writing notes, queries, and comments including the formulation of major 

themes and initial codes (sub-themes) for analysis purposes. The last analysis process involved a 

detailed interpretation of the collected data.  

This study tried to comprehend the views about academic freedom from faculty 

members. Based on the results of the study academic freedom is to be enjoyed by an academic in 

terms of its autonomy from the state, individual faculty, or scholars in terms of restrictions. The 
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freedom at all these levels is essential to ensure proper conduct of academic activities. Generally, 

in response to the study's open question, most of the participants stated that academic freedom is 

the freedom that is enjoyed by the academic member in the course of an academic activity he or 

she is involved in. Academic members have a variety of roles, including those of research 

scholars, research assistants, or teachers. It is the right of an individual to be free in conducting 

activities related to his or her academic role with complete autonomy and independence without 

unwanted interference or restriction from an external force. It also involves the right of a faculty 

member to get sufficient support in case of any need. Table 53 

Table 53 

 Major Themes and Codes 

Research Question Major themes Initial codes 

Research question 1: What is 

the faculty members’ 

understanding of academic 

freedom at Saudi University? 

Research Question  

 

2: To what extent or degree is 

academic freedom available 

to faculty members in Saudi 

Definition of 

academic freedom 

1. Academic freedom 

 

 

Aspects of academic 

freedom 

 

1. Teaching 

2. Research and publication  

3. Governance 

4. Tenure 
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Arabia University? 

Research Question  

 

3: do faculty members face 

any barriers with respect to 

academic freedom in Saudi 

Arabian Universities? 

 

 

 

 

 

Barriers with respect 

to academic freedom 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Patriarchy 

2. Protection by Islam 

 

 

 

 

A.    Definition of academic freedom 

1. Academic freedom 

Academic freedom involves the protection of research, teaching, and publishing in a 

faculty member’s specialty area. Academic freedom is important to faculty members especially 

in the selection of their subject specialized topics as well as in the publishing of their research 

study findings.  Faculty need to have the necessary protection and be allowed to teach in their 

specialized academic field, and impartially, that is without any interference and disruptions from 

the students or the university. Faculty members need to regard the academic guidelines and 

ethical practices that have been established at their learning institutions in order to protect their 

academic freedom.  

Usually, academic freedom according to Osman (2013) denotes an individual's liberty to 

research an intellectual method that is within the procedures of the academic community. 

Academic freedom has narrowly been defined by Worgul (1992, p. 10) as "the freedom of 

professionally qualified persons to inquire, discover, publish and teach the truth as they see it in 
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the field of their competence, without any control of any authority except the control of the 

authority of the rational methods by which truth is established". It has also been defined as an 

environment, which supports the freedom of expression, positive and practical dialogue as well 

as free-thinking to ascertain the truth through the freedom conducting academic research and 

information dissemination without any fear or restraint (Altbach, 2007). These definitions of 

academic freedom are close to the responses provided by participant 4 and Participant 14.  (The 

use of different colored fonts helped to clarify or separate the definitions and responses of each 

of the highlighted participants) 

Participant 4 claimed that "It is the academic possibility of scientific 

thinking, expression, practice, and dissemination of research without 

narrowing or exploitation of higher bodies in the university or community 

institutions.”  

Participant 14 added that “Is the freedom of the faculty member to choose 

the materials he wishes to teach, the method of teaching and the 

appropriate manner of presentation, assessment of students and the 

method of selecting the scientific research and its achievement.” 

Closer views were also expressed by participant 3, but the participant added that 

Academic freedom should be under the university’s supervision. 

Participant 3 indicated that "Faculty member's ability to participate in 

educational work. Academic freedom is one right of faculty members but 

under the supervision of the university.”  

Academic freedom has commonly been focused on an individual perspective by some 

scholars, however, it has been acknowledged that academic freedom needs to include 
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interlinkages between levels of freedoms within institutional, disciplinary, and individual 

characteristics  (Åkerlind and Kayrooz 2003).   

Participant 6 indicated that “is the freedom that allows the academic to 

perform his scientific and academic mission with the restriction of 

professional ethics.” 

Academic freedom is a resourceful tool in determining the truth; therefore, academic institutions 

need to offer a high level of academic freedom to their academic faculty members as well as the 

members of society who have the potential to discover knowledge. This is because it requires the 

commitment of the academic community to exercise it.  

Additionally,  academic freedom according to Scott and Joan (1998) includes the 

academic practices such as the freedom and right to select a preferred research topic and its 

respective method, the freedom of conducting academic research and education, the freedom to 

publish research articles, freedom of speech and opinion, the freedom of academic practice and 

the freedom to share knowledge and information. Participant 15 and Participant 12 were of 

similar views 

Participant 15 claimed that: Academic freedom gives both students and 

faculty the right to study and do research on the topics they chose and to 

draw what conclusions they find consistent with their research, though it 

does not prevent others from judging whether their work is valuable and 

their conclusions correct and sound. 

Participant 12 indicated that: There is some freedom for the researcher. 

There are some research (areas) imposed by the university and we must 

work for any purpose, but there is freedom for me as a faculty member in 
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choosing the research. I am free to choose the method of presentation, the 

team that works with me, and choose the scientific journal that I will 

publish in.  

Despite the growing popularity of academic freedom among educators and librarians, some 

inconsistencies still exist. For instance, some libraries insist on reserving the right to accept and/ 

or refuse perceived controversial exhibits (Åkerlind and Kayrooz, 2003; Kandiuk, 2017.; Karran, 

2009). Given this, Gerber (2001) claims that the references that have been made about academic 

freedom within the public dialogue are repeatedly rather misleading to the general public and 

they portray a form of disregard for the full meaning and understanding of the concept of 

academic freedom. Such statements could be based on the responses provided by participant 

13, Participant 2, and Participant 7, among other respondents. 

Participant 13: The faculty member shall have the absolute authority in 

preparing his subject's materials and directing it in the manner he sees 

fitting.  

Participant 2: Academic ability to reach his goal without any obstacles. 

 Participant 7: Freedom of faculty member in selecting subjects, content, 

teaching methods, and evaluation methods.  

A study by Mama (2006), argues that the identified right of higher education’s teaching 

professionals comprises of the basic freedom to decide on the contents of the curriculum, to carry 

out activities such as teaching, research, and publication devoid of any external or internal 

interference. In addition, the identified right of higher education’s teaching professionals also 

involves the freedom of expression and opinions, as well as the freedom to carry out professional 

undertakings outside of their academic professions, so long as their daily operations in the home 
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institutions are not negatively affected. Several, similar, responses concerning elements of 

academic freedom were noted from the following participants: Participants 9, Participant 11, 

Participant 10, and Participant 1 

 Participant 1: Changing teaching methods and continuous curriculum 

development.  

Participant 9: It is to have the freedom to make the curriculum, to express 

my opinion if I see something wrong in the university and I want to change 

it, or in the way of teaching, or how to deal with students, and I think it 

can be included under the politics, for example, if a decision was made in 

the country, do I have the freedom to discuss the subject? Or does it 

depend on the university, city, or state? Is it allowed or not? The work 

here is random and there is no clear or explicit system applied to 

everyone. Sometimes, I am asked to design the curriculum and sometimes 

I am required to adhere to the curriculum previously set. And when 

adhering to the curriculum, we find a lot of errors and weak scientific 

information because the Arabic sources are few, so we do not enrich the 

curriculum, and we have to look in foreign sources. In my experience, 

when I was completely responsible for the curriculum, I re-edited the 

curriculum and canceled the curriculum set by them, and it caused them to 

be angry at me. But I honestly felt that I cannot explain the information 

which was randomly placed to the students. But if the same course was 

involved in teaching by several professors, we have to adhere to the 

curriculum that is set, and when I find wrong information and tell the 
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colleague about the error, she does not accept and say, "it is not wrong 

and we are teaching this course for 5 years," this creates enmity between 

the members and me, and they do not accept the other opinion or 

development.   

Participant 11 indicated that: The freedom of the faculty member to 

manage the curriculum in the manner that he/ she sees fitting for both the 

teacher and the students as well. It is supposed to be their right. 

Sometimes, the point in the curriculum is not comprehensive enough for 

all the information needed by the student. So, I am supposed to have the 

freedom to add the appropriate word as long as it is my specialty and I am 

familiar with it, but the reality is not as so.  

Participant 10 also added that: I thought of two ways: research and 

teaching as a professor, which is the limit available for me to modify or 

change the curriculum? Changing the division of grades for the rate. It 

can be restricted. For example, I cannot be unique in the teaching 

process, that I cannot develop a special curriculum of mine, which is away 

from my colleagues so that questions to the students are standardized and 

unified in the end. So, we have restrictions as I previously said. It is 80% 

fixed restrictions and 20% of my freedom, which is limited to implement 

what is appropriate for the needs of students. It is beautiful to be free, not 

to feel like a robot who is going to perform a specific job only.  
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B. Aspects of academic freedom 

1. Teaching 

Most of this study’s respondents indicated, through their survey responses, that they are 

forced to teach in subject areas that are not part of their specializations as well as the course. 

They also stated that they are restricted to make any changes to the course subjects and have to 

teach what is already provided despite it being outdated and with errors. Faculty members are 

normally provided with a leeway of choosing the relevant and suitable teaching methods for their 

course content as well as the formulation of tasks and course works for the achievement of the 

course objectives (Smith, 2005). Additionally, faculty members are expected to ensure that their 

course content is appropriate and is related to what they discuss in the classroom. This is because 

the introduction of controversial class discussions and materials that are unrelated to the course 

content would not be in the best interest of the faculty member. 

Participant 13 indicated that: I cannot change the vocabulary of the 

subject. Some of them are outdated and things have evolved, but we are 

still teaching them, imposing subjects that are not of my specialization and 

imposing a higher number of students than the exact limit and to impose 

courses without a selection. 

Participant 11 added that “The course is preset and the subject is prepared 

to teach it. However, I do not have the right, even if there is an error, to 

modify it without reference to the section.”  

Participant 10 stated that: The curriculum is already pre-set and 

everything is prepared, for example, PowerPoint and worksheets, which is 

some kind comfortable but at the same time I want to change what is set. 
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For instance, we have 15 chapters. I have used the presentations only 3 

times because I felt that I can innovate and communicate the information 

more creatively.  

Participant 4 stated that “I design and organize the course according to the 

requirements of the academic accreditation body.” 

 Participant 7 also added that faculty members did not have any role in 

designing the course.  

The limited involvement and contribution of the faculty members reduce the success and the 

potential of the academic institution to achieve its academic goals and missions. For instance,  

Participant 14 claimed that “I do not have enough academic freedom in 

teaching, but yes, I have scientific research freedom.”  

Participant 10 added that "The situation tends to be restricted in teaching, 

meanwhile yes, there is academic freedom in research.” 

The findings indicated that faculty members were not allowed to choose their own 

teaching time at the university unless the academic institution provides them with the power to 

make decisions. Such decisions are to be made through a collective institutional body. This 

statement is supported by a number of this study’s respondents. 

 Participant 14 claimed that "In teaching, I cannot choose the course, 

vocabulary or even the teaching method.” 

 Participant 9 added that: Teaching has been discussed, but I have the 

freedom to choose the subject and deal with the students in scientific 

research.  However, there is a restriction in strange matters, for example, 

the characterization of the course and when they are informed about a 
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mistake in the description of scientific research, they refuse to take my 

opinion so there is no freedom. Also, the publication has become limited 

to certain magazines; I may change my answer tomorrow because 

decisions constantly change.  

Faculty members have the obligation to carry out research and teach. This means that academic 

freedom does not mean that a faculty member can do anything he/she pleases. Some obligations 

are attached to academic freedom. This view is also supported by the study participants who feel 

that academic freedoms allow them to teach as they prefer and will.  

 According to Participant 11: I see that it is not applied in both research 

and teaching. Regarding the research, I cannot choose the research or its 

subject. I am free only in the selection of the branch, for example, organic 

chemistry, biological or physical analysis, electrification. In teaching, 

there is not, even that I cannot participate in designing the curriculum. 

Participant 4 argued that “Academic freedom is only applied in the field of 

teaching. However, there are several research barriers in the field of 

research, from within and outside the academic institution.” 

Faculty contracts should have all the related information about teaching and any other 

faculty member's responsibility. This is well explained by Blechman  and Goonen (1999, p. 137) 

who note that "within the faculty contract an official institutional statement that details the scope 

of academic freedom within the institution, applicable restrictions, if any, and procedures that 

would be followed to grieve the infringement of academic freedom". When faculty members are 

presented with their full responsibilities and freedom to choose without any restrictions creates 

conduct and a successful academic environment. This study's findings showed that some faculty 
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members are restricted from choosing the students and the content of the courses but are allowed 

to choose their preferred teaching course.  

 According to Participant 5, “There is some kind of freedom in choosing 

the course while its contents have less freedom to choose. There is no 

freedom in choosing the students.”  

However, other respondents indicated that they are not even allowed to choose their 

preferred teaching course.  

Participant 13 also stated that “I hope there will be greater freedom and 

flexibility for the faculty member to choose the course he wishes to teach 

and be compatible with his exact specialty.”  

Participant 9 added that “Yes, I cannot choose the course I want to teach 

and I must abide by the descriptions the university chooses. I cannot 

modify any error without their reference.” 

2.  Research and publication 

Discoveries are not complete until they get published and become part of the shared 

knowledge (Shils, 1991). This argument means that publishing is a fulfillment of research and 

research is incomplete until it gets published. This, however, does not mean that scholars have 

the right of publishing anything that they please, as there are guidelines and limitations 

concerning the intellectual standard for manuscripts. Nonetheless, any instructions that may be 

given to publishers to reject some researchers based on ethnicity, gender, political censorship, or 

religion becomes a violation against the publishing freedom (Shils, 1991). For this study's only 

one respondent indicated some form of violation of their freedom to publish.  
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One respondent noted that there may be a form of violation as there are occasions where there is 

a limitation of choosing a preferred research topic and there are promotional, publishing, and 

research approval consequences for any attempt to research a restricted research topic. 

Participant 12 claimed that:  

According to my specialty is in the topics of analytical chemistry, I have 

no freedom in the example that I found a subject that attracted me and I 

want to search it. I am not allowed to do so, but here in my university I 

cannot or the research will not be approved for promotion. So, the 

evaluation process will be narrowed. Science is intertwined with each 

other and there is no separate science of itself.   

Conversely, some of the respondents stated that they have the freedom to conduct 

research and choose their topic but there are restrictions on which journals they should select 

when publishing their research findings and, as noted by participant 9, the university has 

specified the scientific journals for use when publishing.   

Participant 9 claimed that "There is no freedom. Yes, I can choose a 

research topic but I am restricted in the journals that publish the results of 

studies and research." The participant added that "I cannot publish in any 

scientific journal for scientific research. However, the University specifies 

scientific journals.” 

Other participants noted that they have the freedom to conduct research to choose their 

publishers and presentation methods. But they may have some research being imposed on them 

by the academic institution. For instance, Participant 12 indicated that:  
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There is some freedom for the researcher. There is some research imposed 

by the university and we must work for any purpose, but there is freedom 

for me as a faculty member in choosing the research. I am free to choose 

the method of presentation, the team that works with me, and choose the 

scientific journal that I will publish in.  

In addition, Participant 14 stated that "Yes, I have sufficient freedom in 

scientific research. The subject of the research is often put through 

consultations with the department.”  

Participant 10 agreed that academic freedom existed, ‘Yes, I have absolute 

freedom. Yes, for example, research. Yes, I have full freedom to choose a 

topic and submit results.”  

These statements by this study's respondents are supported by Smith (2005) who assert that 

faculty members must be allowed to practice the freedom of selecting their research topic as well 

as publish their research findings. This is because in public academic institutions "Publications 

are usually viewed as speech and afforded constitutional protection" (Smith, 2005, p. 29).  

According to Osieja  (2016), in the USA administrators in private universities are guided by the 

fear of losing their learners’ patronage. Therefore, to secure the academic freedom of their 

faculty and students the publications from these institutions are protected by the AAUP and 

contract laws.  Generally, the research and publication practices for the members of the faculty in 

academic institutions are protected by academic freedom including faculty contracts provided 

that the member of the faculty does not use biased information. 
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 3.  Governance 

Academic freedom should be protected by institutional practices and policies. Policies on 

academic freedom include the guidelines for classroom freedoms, faculty responsibilities, and 

faculty teaching. Nonetheless, Opaga (2006, p. 3) further notes several limitations of academic 

freedom policies by stating that "The institutional academic freedom statements enumerate 

academic freedom principles but do not provide specifics about how academic freedom should 

be monitored, implemented, or enforced". Similar views have been expressed by one of this 

study's respondents Participant 15 who talks about the constraints and limits of academic 

freedom.  

 Participant 15 claimed that “According to my thinking academic freedom 

has limits; same as other disciplines have a constraint. Concurrently 

academic freedom does not mean a faculty member can harass, threaten, 

intimidate, ridicule, or impose his or her views on students.”  

Other participants noted the restrictions that they are experiencing in their academic institutions. 

For example, 

 Participant 5 stated that faculty members are not allowed to participate in 

the management of educational institutions. 

 In addition, Participant 7 claimed that academic freedom issues are mainly discussed in 

the Ministry of Education,  

“Yes, I think issues related to academic freedom are discussed in the 

Ministry of Higher Education.”  
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Participant 6 indicated that the university chooses courses for some 

students, “Yes, for the course. But for the students, I cannot choose them, 

the university can.” 

 Participant 1 indicated that " It is the ability of the faculty member to 

develop, research, teach and participate in the educational and 

community work under the university's policies.”  

The concerns raised by this study's participants are brought out by Poch (1993) who notes 

that institutional academic freedom involves the statement of academic freedom policies and 

limitations on faculty member's contractual documents. Additionally, all teaching contracts need 

to clearly state all the related policies of academic freedom (Swezey, 2011).  

Participant 1 claimed that "Wrong university policies beginning from the 

leadership of the university and its agents in terms of implementing 

random laws and circulars that have differences.” 

 The statement was supported by Participant 4 who indicated that: 

The limits of academic freedom are within the terms of the contract of 

employment with the academic institution. I consider the restriction is 

harmful to the academic institution and the society, that it is an obstacle to 

the academic and research development. 

Participant 13 indicated that "Most systems are only ink on paper. They do 

not perform and they are only promises. This loses our confidence, which 

makes us feel unsafe.” 

 The views of participant 13 are supported by Kaplin and Lee (2007) who state that the 

protection of institutional academic freedom was based on collective bargaining. In view of this, 
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one of this study’s respondents felt that earning a degree qualified him to enjoy academic 

freedom. This can be perceived as one of the misconceptions of academic freedom.  

Participant 13 also added that "I think it is very right as long as I am 

scientifically qualified and have earned a degree, I think it is my right to 

enjoy academic freedom.” 

 Academic freedom comes with several responsibilities and obligations that must be 

followed by a faculty member. With this regard, the contracts for faculty members were 

substituted for collective bargaining. Contracts were the main binding documents especially for 

faculty members who work with private academic institutions and not the constitutional law. The 

contract included the codes of conduct, teaching responsibilities, and religious beliefs among 

other obligations.  

4. Tenure 

The job security of the faculty members is not well protected as stated by the majority of 

the study respondents. One of the respondents, Participant 9 noted 

 that job security is limited by bad job evaluations that are normally 

based on the restrictions of freedoms of expression as the faculty 

members' freedom of opinion and power to make work-based decisions is 

always limited and any violations may lead to limited promotions among 

other work-related benefits.  

Other respondents do not feel they have job security because they work on a contract 

basis. 
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Participant 8 indicated that "Safety is very great. However, there is no 

safety and no rights for cooperative faculty members and they can be 

dispensed at any time.” 

 Also, Participant 13 stated that "I do not have enough security, maybe 

30% because I'm in a cooperative contract.”  

Participant 14 claimed that security was lacking; “I do not have enough security.” 

 Participant 12 indicated that "Yes, there is job security and it is not 

possible to lose the job unless there is something really wrong… Job 

security is found. No one can pull the job away for saudis.” 

 Participant 11 stated: “Yes, everyone often has job security. I have a 

friend who committed some mistakes in the experience and hurt some of 

the students. They filed a complaint but she wasn't separated. She was 

suspended from work and she had to attend with the doctors to only 

watch.” 

C. Barriers with respect to academic freedom 

 

1. Patriarchy  

Patriarchy in the ideology that elevates males to high levels of status recognition of 

importance and leadership superiority over women by ignoring the qualifications and their 

ability, and potential (Dlamini and Adams, 2014). In academia, patriarchy is a system whereby 

males, as compared to females, dominate different fields and positions within a faculty. The 

practice of academic freedom may result in the unequal representation or distribution of some 

groups within the academic institution. The interview responses indicated that academic 

freedom, especially in majority Arabic countries such as Saudi Arabia is more common in 
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women compared to their male counterparts. Such practices of gender imbalances render the 

women speechless and unable to freely express their concerns and problems within the academic 

institution as noted by Participant 12 

Participant 12 claimed that ‘the men section was completely separated 

from the ladies'. They have the important equipment and the doctor is 

working on it. My job is to prepare the samples, then he works on the 

machine and sends the results. To know the shape of the device, the only 

way is that I have sent my husband and he photographed the device while 

the doctor is working on it.  

Participant 10 indicated that materials for use are imposed, but females do 

not have a choice completely, “The material of the subjects is often 

imposed and depends on the reaction of the people here. Others accept 

while others refuse and I sometimes ask for a change of article/ subject. 

There is no choice for female students.” 

 Participant 11 also portrays the patriarchal nature of the society in Saudi 

Arabia by declining to provide an opinion about academic freedom for 

female students, “I have no opinion on the choice of the female students. 

The assessment method or valuation is imposed so that the distribution is 

inappropriate and I cannot object or change it."  

Participant 12 added that “Faculty members cannot select female students 

and female students cannot choose the faculty member.” 
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2. Protection by Islamic Law 

  Based on the faculty members' responses, it can be seen that religion played a central role 

in the participants' responses. The respondents from the present study were religious and they 

stated how the religion was in full support of academic freedom. In this regard, several 

respondents noted their religious understandings and beliefs about the Quran. They further noted 

the different ways through which the Koran protects academic freedom.  

Participant 12 indicated that: The Quran supported academic freedom but I 

am unsure of whether current legislation does the same. The first word 

revealed in the Quran was read, and scholars have linked the texts of the 

holy book with being supportive of education,  

The Quran emphasizes free choice. "The truth [has now come] from your Sustainer: Let, 

then, him who wills, believe in it, and let him who wills, reject it," it says (18:29). And also: 

"Whoever chooses to follow the right path follows it but for his own good; and whoever goes 

astray goes but astray to his own hurt" (17:15). Furthermore, the Quran declares that "there shall 

be no coercion in matters of faith" (2:256). Belief is an individual choice ― or, rather, it is a 

choice involving the individual and God. Therefore, forced conversions are simply unacceptable 

(Saeed, 2018). 

Participant 6 claimed that, “Yes, academic freedom is protected by the Quran as I 

can tell because religion is organizing all of our affairs.  

Additionally, participant 9 claimed that,  

Similar to other human freedoms, the Quran protects academic freedom. 

Through my knowledge in the Islamic religion and the Quran, God gave 

us freedom but not absolute freedom. Our freedom is through our lives 
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and in our treatment. It is academically confirmed that it exists but not 

absolute. It is with limitations to protect the individual. What I believe in 

is that the Islamic religion gave the son of Adam all freedoms but under 

restrictions to protect him even of himself.  

Participant 13 also indicated that academic freedom is protected by Islamic law and can 

motivate faculty members to study and work without restrictions:  

“Yes, it is protected in the Koran because Islam always guarantees the 

freedom of man's choices and encourages him to study, reflect, and 

meditate in the universe without restrictions.”  

Participant 2 indicated that the Quran covers all sciences and protects academic freedom;  

“It is protected because Islamic law is not limited by science; it covers all 

sciences.” 

 Also, participant 13 indicated that in addition to the legislative 

framework, academic freedom is supported by Islamic law,” Yes, it is 

protected by the Quran and the legislative framework.”In addition to 

protecting academic freedom, the Quran also helps in organizing faculty 

members’ lives.  

Participant 6 indicated that “Yes, academic freedom is protected by the 

Koran as I can tell because religion is organizing all of our affairs.” 

 Participant 7 added that academic freedom is protected by Islam as it does not allow harming 

other people or abuse of rights,  

“Yes, it is protected, and also Islam doesn't seek to allow anyone to abuse 

the freedoms and harm others.” 
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5.4 Conclusion 

The purpose of the qualitative research was to understand various barriers, dimensions, 

and application of academic freedom through a qualitative study. Thematic qualitative data 

analysis was used to identify the main themes. A sample of 15 tenured and non-tenured members 

of the faculty specialized in teaching were used in the data collection process. The first question 

was to establish the faculty members' understanding of academic freedom at Saudi University, 

and main responses included making curriculum, expressing an opinion, and reaching goals 

without obstacles. Academic freedom also entailed the ability of faculty and students to study 

and research on topics they were willing to select. Thus, academic freedom entails practices, 

including the right to select to publish research articles and to share knowledge and information.  

The second question aimed to establish the extent to which academic freedom is available 

to faculty members in Saudi Arabia University. The findings suggest that patriarchy is a major 

characteristic of academia in the Saudi Arabian Universities. Also, the responses indicated that 

restrictions in the university environment were still evident and were applied in the awarding of 

grades. The hiring process and making financial decisions were also restrictions evident in the 

Saudi Arabian Universities. There was no consensus among the respondents on the availability 

of academic freedom in the Saudi constitution.  

In the third question, the aim was to investigate if faculty members faced any barriers 

with respect to academic freedom in Saudi Arabian Universities. Barriers are the primary factors 

that prevent expressions of academic freedoms. Threats identified include fear of contract 

termination, reputational damage, and micromanagement of the faculty members. The three 

threats were reported in the barriers to academic freedom in Saudi Arabian Universities. 
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B. Survey Open Question: Meaning of academic freedom 

1. Teaching, research and publications 

The meaning of academic freedom involves the perception that faculty members should 

be allowed to research and teach without any interference. This brings in the different contexts of 

academic freedom that are based on the academic institution and the historical trends. In view of 

this Altbach (2001, p. 206) states that academic freedom seems like a simple concept, and in 

essence it is, but it is also difficult to define. From medieval times, academic freedom has meant 

the freedom of the professor to teach without external control in his or her area of expertise, and 

it has implied the freedom of the students to learn. The concept was further defined with the rise 

of the research-oriented Humboldtian university in the early 19th century Germany. The 

Humboldtian concept enshrined the ideas of Lehrfreiheit and Lernfreiheit- freedom to teach and 

to learn.  

Higher education institutions are recognised for their fundamental role of teaching and 

research. Hence, the protection of academic freedom is typically assumed to be the obligation of 

academic institutions. This understanding is further clarified by Fuchs (1963, p. 445) who notes 

that “Academic freedom, however, is by no means wholly or even largely dependent on formal 

protection for its strength and its survival. To a large extent it exists and is recognized because of 

professional tradition and because it resides inherently in the functions of teaching, learning, and 

research”. Therefore to understand the meaning of academic freedom there is a need to view 

academic freedom from its value to faculty members and all individuals involved in academic 

activities and work. 

 One respondent from Comment 82 stated that academic freedom refers to a faculty 

member's freedom in the ways of teaching, research and assessment of students. Additionally, 
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and with regard to the meaning of academic freedom, 

Another respondent stated that academic freedom means to have the freedom to raise one's 

opinion in a public platform without having to face any threat or negative reaction for the act. 

Being able to express one’s opinion is one of the basic human rights, and is an absolute  necessity 

in an academic environment. In addition, another participant stated that academic freedom means: 

 

 Freedom of opinion and thought in teaching, research and opinion 

expression without restrictions. Another respondent said that “Is not to 

be harassed and be given enough space to express your opinion, 

thoughts and criticism within the limits of Sharia regulations and 

public system. 

 

Similar relevant meanings included. 

Comment 1: In short, it is the freedom given to the faculty member in all 

aspects, including education, administration and research along with the 

trust of the institution in its faculty members in the sense that it does not 

spot lights on their mistakes, particularly among fellow members and 

colleagues. Also, it means maintaining a sense of justice among faculty 

members in financial matters.  In terms of giving allowances for all or 

cutting allowances from all. 

Comment 113: “It is to express my scientific thoughts and my way of 

teaching freely within the boundaries of religion and the homeland.” 
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Comment 323: “It is the choice of the research theme, and how to teach a 

course and the books to be taught along with the evaluation technique.” 

Comment 291: “Academic freedom is the freedom to express anything 

regarding the educational process including curricula and assessment of 

students and educational administration.”  

Comment 84: “It is to exercise academic work including teaching and 

research without restrictions.” 

Based on the meanings 291, 84, and 1 provided by this study’s respondents it should be 

understood that, academic freedom is not the freedom of faculty members to do whatever they 

please and want but it is the freedom to undertake and accomplish academic undertakings based 

on their knowledge of their academic qualification and the freedom to share knowledge and 

opinions. This is better explained by Alstyne and William  (1972, p. 71) who states that: 

Academic freedom is characterized by a personal liberty to pursue the investigation, 

research, teaching and publication of any subject matter of professional interest without 

vocational jeopardy or threat of other sanction, save only upon adequate demonstration 

of an inexcusable breach of professional ethics in the exercise of that freedom 

Academic freedom has been defined by Ashby (1966, p. 292) as “the freedom of 

an individual university teacher to teach according to his conscience and convictions and 

to publish his views on his own subject”. Additional meanings of academic freedom as 

reported by the respondents include: 

Comment 336: It means to give space and necessary for faculty members 

to conduct research and scientific publications.  
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Comment 421: “For a faculty member, it means academic freedom of 

faculty members in the publication and discussion of scientific issues and 

choosing the curriculum.” 

Comment 288: “Freedom to choose scientific research and scientific 

material, whether at undergraduate or postgraduate levels.” 

Comment 301: “It is to select and conduct research freely.” 

Comment 308: “It is your right to express your opinion, present ideas, 

and publish research in a supportive atmosphere.”  

Comment 311: “It is that a faculty member can research into any 

scientific topic in his domain and can publish his findings no matter how 

positive or negative they are, without abuse and defamation of the 

institutions and individuals.”  

Comment 345: “For me, it is freedom of thinking, research, innovation, 

learning and education.”  

Comment 347: “Academic freedom of expression and decision-making, 

and copyright in terms of teaching, scientific research and community 

service through the academic experience and the opinions of students and 

research references based on evidence.”  

Comment 92: “It is freedom to choose the subject of research and study; 

freedom to express an evidence-based and documented opinion.”  

Such points of views as reported by this study’s respondents show that 

academic freedom is allowed due to the belief that it is crucial for 

teaching and knowledge sharing. 
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2. Freedom of expression 

The fundamental understanding is that the notion of faculty members in academic 

institutions being allowed to speak, learn and teach as they please and wish should be in relation 

to the functions and responsibilities attributed to the academic institution (Castells, 2001). 

Academic freedom is important for the achievement of academic goals without any internal or 

external interference as stated in the following meanings of academic freedom, as the following 

examples demonstrate. 

Comment 12: “The professor expresses the ideas he believes in and 

discusses students' opinions and suggestions without fear or pressure from 

any party whatsoever.” 

Comment 24: “It is the freedom of discussion and expression of opinion, 

and engaging in helping reveal facts to the outside community with 

transparency.” 

Comment 40: “It is to express my point of view without fear of the impact 

of it on my future career in any form.”  

Comment 47: “Is not to be harassed and be given enough space to express 

your opinion, thoughts and criticism within the limits of Sharia 

regulations and public system.”  

Comment 49: “Academic freedom is the freedom of thinking and 

expression and criticism as an academic is supposed to criticize, 

scrutinize, and screen ideas to promote the level of knowledge.” 
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Comment 52: “It is to grant the faculty member freedom of expression, 

research and teaching and to identify practical methods for training at the 

university.”  

Comment 58: It is to give a faculty member the opportunity and the right 

to express his scientific opinion which is supported with evidence along 

with enabling him to exercise teaching and research, and community 

service without exercising any kind of pressure on him, or forcing him to 

take a particular stand or opinion imposed upon by a third party without 

being convinced with it. 

Comment 60: It is freedom of research on topics of interest without the 

presence of red lines, and it is freedom of choice and expression of results 

even if it is not consistent with the overall vision of the institution and the 

community. It is also the freedom in choosing the optimal method of 

valuation, and the choice of the basic references for the curricula. 

Comment 61: “It is freedom of faculty members at work and it includes 

the freedom to express an opinion contrary to the community and the 

freedom to determine the curriculum and teaching methods, and freedom 

of research, promotes debates.” 

Comment 194: It is that the academic is free in expression of academic 

ideas without any obstacles, within the framework of the sovereignty of the 

state which contains the academic foundation. Presentation should be 

public and has nothing to do with personal interests or group interests or 

those surrounding the academic.  
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Comment 197: It is freedom of faculty members in education in the way he 

sees appropriate for students in addition to the freedom to express his 

opinions in the academic and research policies of the university and his 

political views without derogation and accountability. 

Comment 203: “Each person has the right to enjoy freedom of opinion 

expression and it includes the right to embrace opinions without 

interference and to seek, receive and communicate information and ideas 

by any means.” 

Comment 220: “It is to express your opinion in academic matters at 

department council meetings freely and without pressure imposed upon 

you.” 

Comment 227: It is that a faculty member is independent in his thinking 

and has the right to freedom of expression, and that his opinion is valued 

by the officials as his opinion is the product of many years of work and 

experience; it is also not to give him more administrative and instructional 

burden so that he cannot engage in scientific research due to lack of time. 

Comment 46: Is to have the freedom of speaking your mind in teaching 

and communicating ideas and thoughts regardless of other peoples' 

convection of what is right and what is wrong and not to be persecuted, 

harassed, or convicted for that by authorities whether politically or 

otherwise.  
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3. Freedom to participate in academic activities and governance 

The participants from this study assumed the meaning of academic freedom to be based 

on their ability to participate and freely carry out academic work and duties. Some participants 

noted that academic freedom meant that they were able to freely participate in academic 

activities as noted in Comment 280:  

It is to be free in choosing my superiors and free in my teaching method 

which goes in line with the modern methods of teaching and assessment, 

and free to give my point of view in the administration and the teaching 

process in my institution, and free to choose the people with whom I want 

to participate in lectures and conferences.  

Such meanings have also been stated by Shils (1994, p. 81) who notes that: 

Academic freedom is also the right of the academic to participate in those activities 

within the university which directly affect the performance of academic things. The right 

to participate in these activities also carries with it the obligation to do so. 

 Comment 322: “It is that the professor should be the sole person who is 

responsible for the educational process, whether scientific material or 

assessment without any administrative intervention.” 

Generally, Alstyne and William (1972, p. 72) notes that that “academic freedom protects 

the right of faculty members to conduct whatever instruction and research they may be retained 

to provide consistent with standards of professional integrity”. Therefore, the point of views with 

regard to academic freedom should not be assumed as the freedom to do as per the wishes of a 

faculty member and faculty members are not allowed to say just anything they want when at 
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work, researching and when reaching in the classroom as stated in Comments 118, 154, 336 and 

113. 

Comment 154: “It is the academic who speaks about what he sees 

appropriate in terms of academic teaching and expressing his opinion in 

the curriculum and modifying it.” 

Comment 118: “It is freedom of teaching and choice of curriculum, 

teaching methods and delivering information to the student in the way he 

sees appropriate.” 

Comment 113: “It is to express my scientific thoughts and my way of 

teaching freely within the boundaries of religion and the homeland.”  

Comment 336: “Academic freedom means that a faculty member has the 

freedom to choose his curriculum which he sees appropriate to his 

specialty and his method of teaching.” 

5.5 Conclusion 

In the first section, interviews were conducted to understand definition of academic 

freedom , aspect and of barriers with regard to academic freedom. The findings showed 

differences in the understanding of academic freedom by faculty members. However, faculty 

members considered curriculum development, teaching and learning; research, and institutional 

autonomy as important in understanding academic freedom.  There was no consensus from the 

members in respect  to the protection of academic freedom in the Saudi’s constitution and in the 

faculty’ staff contractual agreements with the universities. After the analysis, two main barriers 

to academic freedom were identified, which were reputational damage, and micromanagement of 

the faculty members.  



254 
 

In the second section of the qualitative analysis, open-ended survey questions were used 

to gather participants' comments in order to understand the meaning of academic freedom.  The 

first is , teaching research and publications culminates in academic freedom. Academic freedom 

should entail the ability by faculty members and staff to teach and research without restrictions. 

second, faculty members require academic freedom to express their views and opinions 

regarding their institutions. There was consensus on the importance of freedom of expression, 

that includes speaking their minds while communicating and teaching ideas and thoughts.Third, 

academic freedom from the finding relates to the ability by staff and faculty members to 

participate in various activities. The findings suggested that their freedom was achieved when 

they would participate freely in academic activities without restrictions and interference. 
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6 Chapter 6: Discussion 

6.1 Introduction 

 The main objective of this chapter is to provide a comparative analysis of Saudi and EU 

viewpoints, discussion of the findings of this study was based on quantitative and thematic 

analysis. The primary goal of this mixed-methods study was to explore whether academic 

freedom is possible in Saudi Arabia. The investigator focused on improving the understanding of 

the barriers, dimensions, and application of academic freedom through a mixed-methods study. 

The study employed a mixed-methods study approach involving interviews and a survey. The 

questionnaire was mainly aimed at evaluating the participants' perceptions of academic freedom 

in Saudi Arabian and EU universities utilizing quantitative data. The analysis was conducted 

using descriptive statistics and Chi-square tests, including the Crammer's V coefficient. The 

interviews were aimed at exploring the participants' perceptions of academic freedom in Saudi 

Arabian universities, and comparing this with data from the EU. The researcher explored the 

academic freedom notion through comparative analyses of Arab and Western viewpoints. The 

research thesis was based on mixed study that included both quantitative and qualitative studies 

that explored the practices, history, and definitions of academic freedom at Arabian universities.   

Three primary research questions guided the study: 

Research question 1: What is the faculty members' understanding of academic freedom at Saudi 

University? 

Research Question 2: To what extent or degree is academic freedom available to faculty 

members in Saudi Arabia University? 

Research Question 3: Do faculty members face any barriers with respect to academic freedom in 

Saudi Arabian Universities? 



256 
 

This study identified total of (7) sub-themes from four major thematic areas: Definitions of 

academic freedom, aspects of academic freedom, and barriers with respect to academic freedom 

f academic freedom. 

6.2 Discussion 

Universities cannot carry out their functions efficiently and effectively in the atmospheres 

that lack academic freedoms (Kraince, 2008). The functions of the universities to establish 

open-minded individuals cannot be accomplished without academic freedoms. This implies that 

any higher learning institution that does not have academic freedoms shall be unable to develop 

creative individuals particularly in the 21st C that experienced unprecedented technology 

explosion and widespread application of technologies. This is notable in the Arab states’ 

resistances against their leaders whether these technologies are applied in quality or quantity 

(Maluf, 2017). It has become a responsibility of the Arab universities to become aware of these 

advancements that should exist in the university to enable them to face the challenges of the 

new inventions and the modern technologies. This might be unaccomplished in the absence of 

academic freedom for the academicians of Saudi universities. 

 Academic freedom promotes open conversations and free thoughts. Besides, academic 

freedom encourages the existence of social and intellectual values through time within the 

universities, operating as facilitators of unrestricted exchanges of ideas and free arguments 

(Onsman, 2011). Moreover, academic freedoms allow higher education institutions to develop 

and train people capable of development and sustaining open-minded communities and a free 

world.  

This study found that most academics had no or limited knowledge about the existence of 

an official policy document on academic freedom in the department, faculty, center, or institute 
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where they work. Staffs in the Saudi Arabia group and the European Union group are not aware 

of the existence of an official institution policy document for academic freedom. This means that 

every country needs to come up with a strategic policy for the higher education system and this 

can be in the form of a mission statement or even an integrated master plan (ElObeidy, 

2014).The majority of the participants' responses to the survey demonstrated significant 

differences as revealed by the use of the chi-square test. However, the Cramér's V coefficients 

indicated weak associations between academic freedom protection in Saudi Arabian and EU 

universities.  

Various items demonstrated significant differences between Saudi Arabian and EU 

participants' perceptions regarding the protection of academic freedom in their respective 

countries. The results showed that both the Saudi Arabia group and the European Union group 

believe that academic freedom is protected within the academic unit in which they work at an 

average level of protection. However, the Saudi Arabia group had a low level of protection 

compared to the European Union group. These results are similar to the findings of a study by 

Blanton (2005) who examined the different views and the basis of knowledge and understanding 

of academics and administrators of higher education institutions with regard to academic 

freedom. The study found that the institution administrators indicated that they possessed a good 

level of understanding in terms of academic freedom, but felt that they were not well protected 

by academic freedom. This is despite the fact that the respondents understood the meaning and 

importance of academic freedom. 

The study found that many of the academics of both groups, SA (46.9%) and EU (53%) 

did not know whether complaints by staff regarding academic freedom violations in the 

institution were directed to an institutional or department/faculty grievance body. Hence, faculty 
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members in SA were more likely to turn to the Ministry or the judiciary in major grievances, and 

they feel a sense of injustice that relates to infringements of academic freedom, such as exclusion 

from committees, or the feeling of marginalization and the preferment of others without 

justification, and other matters, such injustices deserve to be allocated to universities with 

committees with a degree of integrity, independence and justice. Or that there should be a body 

or institution independent of universities to consider all complaints by faculty members. 

This study found that most respondents do not know about the de jure protection for 

academic freedom in constitutional and legislative documents. In addition, this study found that 

half of the Saudi Arabia group and most of the European Union group believe that academic 

freedom is protected in their country, despite the fact that the state does not provide 

constitutional and legislative protection for academic freedom in SA, and in some EU states.  

This research found that most of the academics did not agree that their higher education 

institution provided them with an adequate introduction to the concept of academic freedom; 

although there was a difference between the EU and Saudi participants, with the latter group 

less likely to understand the concept of academic freedom. 

     There was a significant difference between the EU and Saudi participants' perceptions 

of whether they had adequate working knowledge of the regulations, practices, and policies 

governing the protection for academic freedom within the institution in which they work. In 

addition, there was a significant difference in the Saudi and EU participants' perceptions of 

whether their institution's regulations, practices, customs, or contracts effectively protected the 

exercise of academic freedom at their institution. The lack of academic legislation in higher 

education institutions has resulted in the existing problems and challenges that are being 

experienced in higher education institutions (Al-Hasawi, 2000). Additionally, a study by Qamber 



259 
 

(2001) notes that public institutions of higher learning lack clear legislation, which is a clear 

indication that these higher education institutions provide acceptable levels of academic 

autonomy and academic freedom. This also shows that there is a lack of fixed legislation, legal 

text and constitutional text that focuses on academic freedom. Most members of the faculty have 

been accused of ignoring or abusing their academic freedom rights due to their different views of 

the concept of academic freedom including its practices and understanding. Besides, the Saudi 

Arabia group indicated that they have had false charges brought against them significantly more 

than the European Union group. There was also a significant difference in the EU and Saudi 

participants' responses on whether the protection for academic freedom within their institution 

has declined. As shown by the findings, a higher proportion of the participants indicated that 

academic freedom has declined in Saudi Arabia. Restriction of academic freedom was also a 

prominent theme in the participants' responses. The findings are congruent with Huff (2005), 

who highlighted issues involving academic freedom in Arab states such as Saudi Arabia. 

According to Huff (2005), academic freedom in Arab countries is mainly influenced by 

authoritarian governance. 

The results further showed that an academic’s first loyalty should be to research in his/her 

discipline. Additionally, the European Union group indicated that an academic’s first loyalty 

should be to the teaching of students. The findings suggest that the perspective of academic 

freedom which should be enjoyed by academics requires them to exhibit different interests which 

are protected under the institution and can be revised as better opinions and facts are presented 

(Scott, 2003). Moreover, this study found that the European Union group has more interest in 

research compared to the Saudi Arabia group, additionally, more Saudi Arabia groups have an 

interest in teaching compared to the European Union group. According to Searle (1972), most 
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education faculties encourage their members to undertake and be actively involved in research 

activities.  

 In addition, a study by Al-Hasawi (2000) established that most university faculty 

members do not usually have time to carry out research activities because of the long teaching 

hours as opposed to the time needed in conducting a research. The academics from this study 

agreed that the "unity of research and teaching" is an ideal that should be upheld for higher 

education institutions and academic staff. Moreover, a majority of the academics agreed that in 

their higher education institution, assessment of performance is too dependent on devotion to 

teaching. In addition to this, both the Saudi Arabia group and the European Union group agreed 

that their higher education institution places such a heavy teaching load on them that this leaves 

insufficient time to carry out proper research. This can also be attributed to being another causal 

factor for the high dependency on teaching instead of research. The long hours devoted to 

teaching limits the time that may be allocated for carrying out any academic research activities. 

A study by Al-Jabouri (2005), claims that several academic research studies that are 

conducted in the Arab countries do not have any connection or attachments to the different 

projects. Most research results are normally stored in libraries and in the archives after 

completion. This leads to the demotivation and elements of disillusionment among the academics 

that hinders the faculty members from conducting research studies. These practices have made 

professors want to be in charge and enjoy the freedom of having to choose their preferred 

courses, topics and methods for discussion when giving their lectures, including the evaluation 

method and other associated academic areas that are connected to their teaching and academic 

freedom. These results contradict the findings of Sayeg (2010) but are similar to the findings of 

Ra'fet (2010). The results further showed that most of the Saudi Arabia group agreed that an 
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academic’s first loyalty should be to his/her department, rather than the higher education 

institution and majority of the European Union group were neutral on this matter. 

The study found that the participants of the European Union group disagreed that their 

higher education institution assesses staff performance too often and places insufficient trust in 

their competences as a good teacher and researcher. Most of the Saudi Arabia group from this 

study chose to be neutral, with regard to whether their higher education institution assesses staff 

performance too often and places insufficient trust in their competencies as a good teacher and 

researcher. The Saudi Arabia group agreed that in their higher education institutions, assessment 

of performance is too dependent on students’ formal evaluations of their teachers but the 

European Union group seemed to disagree that in their higher education institution, assessment 

of performance is too dependent on students’ formal evaluations of their teachers.   

The European Union group seemed to agree that in their higher education institution, 

assessment of performance is too dependent on the extent to which academic staff has been able 

to acquire research funding. The Saudi Arabia group was neutral but some believed  that in their 

higher education institution, assessment of performance is too dependent on the extent to which 

academic staff has been able to acquire research funding. Most research funding in SA is subject 

to government priorities on research areas that are connected to technology and science. 

A study by Al-Eisa and Smith (2013) states that the government of Saudi Arabia has 

sustained its control over higher learning institutions because the university 

chancellors/presidents are normally nominated by the minister in charge of higher education but 

are eventually appointed by the King of Saudi Arabia. Moreover, the university 

chancellors/presidents have been delegated with the right of appointing the university faculty 

deans. The academics agreed that individual academic freedom for research is very important to 
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them, and so is self-governance (i.e. the right of academic staff to participate in the governance 

of a higher education institution) in their institution.  Similarly, employment protection for 

academic staff in their institution, notably tenure (i.e. permanent contracts, which are not easily 

terminated for institutional reasons are very important to them and their institution's autonomy 

(i.e. the widest practical measure of freedom from state regulation) is also very important to 

them. 

Based on the chi-square tests, there was a significant difference in the frequency of Saudi 

and EU participants' who had been dismissed or threatened with dismissal by someone within 

their institution because of academic views expressed in a research publication. The results 

indicated no significant difference in the frequency of EU and Saudi participants who had been 

subjected to or threatened with denial of promotion because of their academic views. Also, there 

was no significant difference in the frequency of EU and Saudi participants who had been 

subjected to or threatened with being moved to another department/center/unit because of their 

academic views. Furthermore, the survey results indicated no significant difference in the 

proportion of Saudi and EU participants who had been threatened with the removal of research 

funding and facilities because of their academic views.  

The chi-square test demonstrated a significant difference between EU and Saudi 

participants who had been threatened with legal action by  their institution , but no difference 

between EU and Saudi participants who had been threatened with legal action by academics 

from outside the institutions because of their academic perceptions. 

Also, there was no significant difference in the number of Saudi and EU participants 

whose articles, books, book chapters, or participation in a conference had been declined by their 

institution or  the state authorities because of their academic views. 
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In addition, the findings indicated no significant difference in the proportion of 

respondents who had experienced threats of physical harm due to their academic views. 

The findings indicated that strict control by government authorities still limits the 

academic freedom of faculty members in Saudi Universities compared to their EU counterparts. 

The findings are consistent with Al-Balasi (2008), who claimed that most educational institutions 

in Arab countries are controlled in four different ways. As indicated by Al-Balasi (2008), 

academic freedom in Arab universities is strictly controlled by governmental and political 

supervision. In addition, the directors and leaders at the universities are used by the government 

and politicians to restrict academic freedom indirectly. Al-Balasi (2008) indicated that directors 

and heads of Arabic universities utilize bureaucracy to limit academic freedom in their 

institutions. The findings are also consistent with Abu Hameed (2007), who highlighted the lack 

of distinct guidelines and text governing academic freedom in Saudi Universities. Abu Hameed 

(2007) argued that there is no accurate or sufficient explanation of the academic freedom of 

existing articles. Universities depend on unified regulations issued by the Ministry of Education 

through regulations and laws, but there is no article related to academic freedom.  

The Saudi Arabia group indicated that they had experienced restrictions of their right to 

travel for academic purposes. On the other hand, the European Union group also stated similar 

views but with low percentages. These findings are comparable to the findings of Harb (2008) 

who states that most academics are denied travel documents to travel abroad or away from their 

countries, and this, consequently, leads to poor academic and research development. Higher 

learning institutions have the power to improve and foster academic freedom of their faculty 

members by granting the faculty members travel grants. In addition, the faculty departments may 

give their faculty members sabbatical leave that will help them in developing and exchanging 



264 
 

new ideas with other learning institutions, as well as with their colleagues (Robinson and 

Moulton, 2001). 

There was not a significant difference in the proportion of participants subjected to or threatened 

with psychological pressure by someone within their institution because of their academic views. 

There was not a significant difference in the Saudi and EU participants' perceptions that the 

experience of or threat of sexual abuse or assault is less prevalent compared to physical harm.  

 Surprisingly, the participants indicated that academic freedom is protected by Islamic 

law, as stipulated in the Quran. The majority of the participants indicated that academic freedom 

in Saudi Arabia is protected by the Quran, which conflicts with survey findings. However, the 

findings are supported by Huff (2005), who indicated that academic freedom in the Arab 

education system is intertwined with religion. This makes religion to be an influencing factor for 

the implementation of academic freedom practices. The findings are also congruent with Taha-

Thomure (2003), who highlighted the connection between academic freedom and religion in 

Arab universities. As indicated by Taha-Thomure (2003), religion is the foundation of most of 

the permissible freedoms in Arab society, and it is used in defining the accepted knowledge.   

6.3 Conclusions 

The question of academic protection in Saudi Arabia and other Arab countries has been 

attracting worldwide attention in recent years. The nature and definition of academic freedom 

vary in most countries and are constantly changing based on priorities related to institutional 

autonomy. As EU nations continue to strengthen academic autonomy and freedom by resisting 

this pressure and trends, universities in Saudi Arabia are still under control of the government. 

New features for the state and society have been created by the Kingdom of Saudi through 

Vision 2030. The development of Saudi universities and eradication of challenges that hinders 
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the progress of the institution has enabled education, one of the most important sectors, to 

develop and grow in relation to goals of Vision 2030. 
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7 Chapter 7: Conclusions 

7.1 Introduction 

Academic freedom involves faculty member’s rights of teaching, investigating, and 

publishing scholarly materials without censorship by the organization where they work. Without 

academic freedom, educational institutions would not be able to perform their primary roles. The 

function of the universities to train and develop open-minded individuals cannot be 

accomplished without academic freedoms. This implies that any higher learning institution that 

does have academic freedom shall be able to develop creative individuals, particularly in the 21st 

Century, which has experienced an unprecedented technology explosion and the widespread 

application of new information and communication technologies, in every aspect of life.  It has 

become a responsibility of the Saudi Arabian universities to become aware of these 

advancements that should be a major part of the university’s functions, in order to face the 

challenges of the new inventions and the modern technologies.  

This chapter provides a comprehensive discussion of the conclusions, based on the 

findings from qualitative and quantitative analysis. The chapter also provides various 

recommendations involving the possibility of practicing academic freedom in Saudi Arabian 

universities. A discussion of potential future opportunities for research is also presented.  

The primary research question for this study addressed whether academic freedom is 

possible in Saudi Arabia. The first objective of the study was to understand faculty members' 

perspectives of academic freedom at Saudi Universities. The second objective involved 

exploring the availability of academic freedom to faculty members in Saudi Universities. The 

third objective addressed the barriers to academic freedom among faculty members in Saudi 

Arabian universities. The fourth objective involved a comparison of academic freedom 
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protection between Saudi Arabian and the Universities. The current study employed a mixed-

methods approach to explore whether academic freedom is possible in Saudi Arabian 

universities. 

7.2 Overview of the Dissertation 

The first research question explored faculty members' understandings of academic 

freedom in Saudi Universities. Going through the qualitative analysis it can be seen that the 

concept of academic freedom was considered differently and broadly by the members of 

faculties in SA universities. This reflected the various areas in which the academic freedom of 

the faculty members had been limited, including curriculum development, teaching and learning; 

research, the selection of their research topics, funding for research and the institutional 

autonomy from the government, including involvement of the faculty members in decision 

making, election and fair appointment practices to various administrative positions. 

In respect to curriculum development, teaching, and learning, the respondents reported 

that academic freedom means the guarantee of flexibility in the coverage of classes, the design of 

the venue and course content. In this case, flexibility to the respondents meant the ability to 

modify the timetable provided, without suffering financial losses or some form of discipline. 

Further, it meant that the faculty members had the freedom to decide on what the students ought 

to learn, as opposed to the strict adherence to the syllabus and prescribed content. Furthermore, 

freedom for the faculty members also involved the lack of interference in terms of awarding 

funding for research activities.  

Another aspect of freedom is the availability of time to carry out research. The 

respondents indicated that their workload, mainly administrative duties and grading, irrespective 

of the gender of the students, left them little time for research. Freedom in this sense, therefore, 
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meant the reduction of the level of involvement of the administration beyond the skeletal 

guidelines in the form of course outlines, and a reduction in the number of hours allocated for a 

course, and the expected outcomes.  

The freedom to undertake research and development also appeared to be a major concern 

and component of academic freedom. The SA respondents felt that the need to be permitted to 

choose the research topic of their choice was a fundamental part of academic freedom. In their 

statements, the majority mentioned a number of bureaucratic processes that one had to undergo 

before the approval of a research topic. Another aspect of time is also that for the involvement of 

faculty members in conferences that relate to their areas of specialization. Some of the faculty 

members reported that they were denied time off from teaching duties to attend such conferences 

and that they were not provided with the requisite resources to be able to attend conferences. 

Lastly, the concept of academic freedom was considered more broadly as the freedom of 

the university as an academic institution from the government. In this case, freedom meant the 

autonomy of the academic institution and the right to conduct its purposes without political 

interference, including the election of faculty members into leadership positions, appointments 

based on merit and an equal treatment of both Saudi and non-Saudi faculty members. Equal 

treatment in this case was used to mean the disciplinary actions taken, that did not appear to 

provide the room for faculty members to make mistakes and as such grow into their careers and 

instead subjected them to the failure to renew their contracts, contract cancellations, and even 

prosecution. 

From the definitions provided, academic freedom, therefore, has both narrow and broad 

perspectives within the Saudi Arabian context. In a broader way, it means autonomy and the 

independence of academic institutions, while in the narrow sense, it means the empowerment 
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and the facilitation of the members of the faculty to carry out their duties and to engage in 

professional development without undue restrictions or prejudice, and the treatment of the 

faculty members in humane ways, taking into account and respecting their views and convictions 

and permitting them to express such views without fear.  

The second research question was: To what extent or degree is academic freedom 

available to faculty members in Saudi Arabia University? 

The respondents were not in overall agreement about the strength  of protection for 

academic freedom in the Saudi constitution or in the contractual agreements between the 

university and the faculty members. While some indicated that academic freedom is provided for 

in the constitution, others indicated that it is not available and that such freedom is in its infancy, 

considering the hierarchical structure of both institutions and government. 

The respondents further appeared to agree with the availability of freedoms, but within 

certain confines. First, freedom is guaranteed, if it is within the ethical guidelines and community 

service. The respondents did not elaborate about the meaning of ethical guidelines and what 

community service means. However, other aspects of freedoms were also considered by staff 

who provided other definitions. For instance, the respondents also indicated that freedom is 

guaranteed if it respects the views of Islam as the state religion. Moreover, the respondents also 

indicated that some of the restrictions placed on the professors are for the purpose of protecting 

students from atheism, and especially as it pertains to certain scientific perspectives. Also, 

freedom is restricted to limit the possibility of causing chaos within the country. This means that 

subjects such as critical thinking or philosophy may be restricted, as a way of preventing the 

possible development of views that dissent the political situation and, as such, leading to social 

and political upheavals. 
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Academic freedom is available in SA, but within the context of the methodology or the 

ideology of the university department in which the faculty member belongs. The respondents 

particularly noted that such departmental ideologies are held and sustained by older, more 

experienced and more influential members of the faculty, who wish to maintain the existing 

status quo, and any new policy that is against the status quo may not be considered in academic 

circles and councils. As such, younger researchers are limited to their ability to question 

prevailing opinions and ideologies, and this may be the largest contributor to the predetermined 

research outcomes 

There are a large proportion of respondents who report that they enjoy academic 

autonomy resulting from freedom of teaching. Academic freedom represents a respondent’s 

ability to determine appropriate course material, teaching methods, exams questions, or 

participate in defining and correcting assignments. Conversely, there is a group of respondents 

that reported a lesser degree of academic freedom in some aspects of teaching, such as choosing 

which course to choose, as this would often be determined on the basis of the academic rank of 

the faculty member. Compared to those in lowest rank, faculty members in the higher ranks get 

the subjects they want to teach and participate in developing the course contents. A reduced 

degree of academic freedom is also caused by committees which decide the course contents and 

the books prescribed for teaching. The committee provides guidelines that must be followed 

because they are in conformity with the standards of quality and academic accreditation, and any 

additional books from abroad may be rejected. Additionally, academic freedom among some 

faculty members is reduced because of the fear that their proposed innovations in teaching will 

be rejected. 
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The answers of the sample members are varied with regard to the freedom of scientific 

research. Some members have indicated that they usually do not experience any problem in 

choosing the topic of research or publishing the results of their research. Nevertheless, there are 

those who emphasize that there is a low level of academic freedom for scientific research. 

Professors do not have sufficient freedom to conduct investigations on topics related to their field 

of interest and desire. Lack of sufficient freedom led some professors to avoid new and 

controversial topics which would have created complications which could have prevented their 

promotion. Additionally, some respondents reported that scientific research requires many 

processes, including obtaining acceptance  and  approval,  financial   allocations, then  publishing 

the research outputs. Due to the procedures, the effort exerted does not correspond to the desired 

results. 

The third research question was: what are the barriers that face faculty members  with 

respect to academic freedom in Saudi Arabian Universities? 

First of all, the respondents indicated that they experienced a hidden threat of their 

contract termination. Such fear was reported to be higher among foreigners, as the contracts of 

Saudi nationals may only be terminated by the minister. 

Second, the respondents reported that they feared reputational damage. As faculty 

members and professors, their reputations play a huge role in establishing opportunities abroad 

publishing and a possible renewal of their contracts by the universities. The respondents further 

noted an instance in which a group of students was provided with the procedures for registering 

complaints against a faculty member, for the purpose of creating reputational damage and 

possible dismissal. 
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The respondents also listed micromanagement of the faculty members as a barrier to 

academic freedom. Micromanagement in this sense included the limitation of funding and non-

approvals of research that does not conform to the norm, restricting the hours of availability 

through heavy administrative work, restricting the level of exposure through refusal of 

attendance of international conferences and the assignment of mentors to faculty members with 

definite views and who are likely to express their dissenting views. 

Based on the findings, a summary of barriers facing faculty members in Saudi 

universities are presented.  

● The conservative nature of Saudi society at all levels affects the freedom of university 

professors when dealing with any topic. As a result, professors are unable to discuss any 

topic that is inconsistent with the norms and traditions of Saudi Arabian society.  

● Professors experience barriers related to bureaucracy, administrative routines in 

university systems, and the lack of an organizational system characterized by flexibility 

at work.  

● Such barriers arise from the centralization of administrative authority by the highest 

leadership. There is a lack of an effective approach to the delegation of authority to 

leaders and faculty members in the middle and lower levels in the universities.  

● Such barriers arise from relying on the system of appointing instead of electing university 

leaders. 

● There is a weakness in developing funding programmes for non-governmental 

organizations.  

●  Relying on the government as the main source of funding for universities discourages the 

development of institutional autonomy. 
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● The absence of institutional guidance for organizing academic freedom, means that the 

knowledge of academic freedom issues among staff is limited. 

● Assigning too many administrative duties to faculty members is a way of imposing 

control, and also reducing the time available for research. 

● Reliance on a unified system for universities issued by the Higher Education Council, 

acts as a deterrent to individual and institutional autonomy. 

7.3 Key contributions and Implications 

The study has made a significant contribution in promoting researchers' rights of 

investigating, teaching, and publishing scholarly materials to facilitate the continuous growth of 

education. The freedom of researchers to conduct investigations on topics of their interest is 

essential in facilitating the generation of new knowledge. Researchers can conduct investigations 

and help in generating findings that can help in making improvements in specific areas of 

education, for instance, teaching methods. Findings from research can help in identifying 

suitable teaching approaches to improve the learning process in Saudi universities. The study can 

also help in promoting freedom of researchers to help in the creation of teaching materials.  

Comparisons between Saudi Arabia and the EU have a significant implication in 

improving protection of academic freedom in Arab states. The finding of the study helps in 

identifying gaps in the protection of academic autonomy which are needed to promote the 

development of the required reforms in institutions of higher learning. The study’s findings help 

in identifying areas that require improvements to increase academic freedom. Creation of new 

reforms, for instance the management of universities, can help in triggering the development of 

other changes to promote the realization of autonomous universities. Academic freedom in 
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institutions of higher learning is essential in preparing professionals to acquire the required 

knowledge and skills to work in different economic sectors.  

The study provides an opportunity for effective curriculum development to promote 

teaching and learning in institutions of higher learning. Independence of academic institutions is 

essential in facilitating effective decision-making processes on matters relating to curriculum 

development. The study findings can help in reducing the level of involvement of the 

administration in the processes relating to teaching and learning in institutions of higher learning. 

Independence in curriculum development would help in promoting flexibility in the design of the 

venue, course content, coverage of classes, and assessment of learners. Limiting the involvement 

of administrators enables faculty members to independently create course outlines, learning 

objectives, determine number of hours allocated for a course, and the expected outcomes. Thus, 

the study findings have the implication for the effective development of curriculum and 

improvements in teaching and learning in institutions of higher learning.  

The study has significant implications for the improvement of academic freedom by the 

leadership in Saudi Arabian Universities. It is essential for institutions to function without 

external interference to ensure that all educational goals are realized. Freedom of academic 

institutions will promote the use of elections in the process of selecting academic leaders in 

different positions in institutions of higher learning. Compared to patriarchal academic 

appointments, election is a suitable approach because it allows the participation of members of 

the faculty in selecting leaders in universities. Elections will help in the selection of leaders 

based on merit and in ensuring the equal treatment of both Saudi and non-Saudi members of 

faculty. 
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7.4 Limitation of the Thesis 

In retrospect, it is evident that the thesis has some limitations. In the first place, the 

results of the study were generated from public universities in Saudi Arabia, in consequence, the 

results may have limited generalizability to private higher education institutions in Saudi 

Arabia. 

Furthermore, the results obtained from the study can only be tied to the time when the 

study took place, because the study was cross-sectional, which approach was used by the 

researcher only for practical reasons, as opposed to a longitudinal study, and as the results of the 

survey are geographically and culturally limited to the context of Saudi Arabia, this may present 

a limitation to the generalizability of the study – although this may not be the case when 

considering similar countries, like, for example, the Arabian Gulf Countries. 

As in any survey study, especially those investigating attitudes and beliefs, there could be 

other variables that have not been fully controlled that may account for some of the findings. For 

example, some participants may not have any knowledge of the university policies in relation to 

academic freedom. Also, the participant‘s ethnicity or personal behaviour may explain the 

particular attitude, not his or her employment status. 

7.5 A proposed vision for academic freedom in Saudi universities in light of Vision 2030 

Universities have a fundamental and important role in determining the future of societies, 

as the importance of universities has increased in the light of the new concepts and applications 

proposed by globalization and technological development. These changes have necessitated the 

need to move towards adapting to the so-called information and knowledge society.  Moreover, 

the intensity of competition between organizations has shifted to higher education institutions 

which rely on the intensity of institutional competition to generate intellectual creativity and 
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research and development, where these two elements can enable higher education institutions to 

achieve academic excellence and international success. 

Alsharif (2019) stressed that the nature of the changes that have occurred in higher 

education institutions has made it necessary for institutions that want to succeed at the local and 

global level to reconsider their organizational climate and vision to enable them to enter global 

competition. Al-Ajlouni (2016) added that in order for the university to play its leadership role in 

society, it must rely on the teaching bodies working in it, as they are among the most important 

elements of the educational process, and the university’s progress and success depends on what 

the university provides for highly qualified teachers. In this regard, Ren and Li (2013) argued 

that universities cannot perform their functions successfully unless an atmosphere of freedom is 

available to them that enables them to manage their scientific, academic and research activities, 

and a high degree of academic freedom must be provided to the faculty members working in it. 

 The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has always been keen on developing and updating its 

educational systems to be able to cope with the various challenges and face them. The launch of 

the Kingdom's Vision 2030 came to represent an approach that can be relied upon in developing 

the economic and development work system (Kinninmont, 2017). There is no doubt that 

education in Saudi Arabia needs a systematic vision and philosophy that links the duty of a 

faculty member to his level of professional development, and education needs to innovate the 

process of teaching and learning and achieve integration between the teacher and learner, as they 

are the most important elements of the educational process. In the field of higher education. 

specifically; the Kingdom's Vision 2030 aims to enhance the competitive level of Saudi 

universities at the international level, with an attempt to make at least 5 Saudi universities among 

the top 200 universities in the world by 2030 (Al-Ajlouni, 2016). Thus, and based on the 
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evidence that confirms the existence of a disparity in the level of academic freedom in Arab 

universities, including Saudi Arabia (Al-Ajlouni, 2016; Hamdan, 2008) the researcher seeks to 

provide a suggested vision for academic freedom in Saudi universities. 

● The philosophy of the proposed vision for academic freedom in Saudi universities 

The philosophy of the proposed vision is based on the fact that academic freedom has 

become a basic foundation for university workers based in nations with democratic systems. This 

freedom has become a standard by which to measure the development and progress of societies 

as it enables its practitioners to search for the truth, express their opinions freely and defend 

views objectively. Academic freedom has become a basic requirement for faculty members to 

achieve the goals of universities, improve their outputs, and achieve competitive excellence at 

local and global levels. This is supported to a large degree by the Kingdom's vision 2030, which 

calls for building a vibrant knowledge society and includes a package of integrated programs to 

develop the educational environment and keep pace with development plans. 

● The objectives of the proposed vision for academic freedom in Saudi universities 

1 Present a proposed vision to improve the level of academic freedom in Saudi universities. 

2. Give university teachers the freedom to think analytically and critically, and to take 

initiative in teaching and research. 

3. Give university teachers the ability to express their opinions, disseminate and exchange 

information, and make decisions regarding the conduct of their universities. 

4. Make university teachers capable of combining the activities of teaching, scientific research, 

functional and academic management. 

5. Grant faculty members the freedom to search for, and interpret, the truth within the scope of 

their academic knowledge in the manner that they deem appropriate. 

6. Provide freedom for professors to practice scientific research activities at the university and 
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provide them with various means to achieve this freedom. 

7. Grant students the freedom to express their opinions and ideas and participate in everything 

related to their university affairs within the university regulations and instructions. 

8. Enable university teachers to criticize educational programs, educational policies and 

procedures, and to express opinions on administrative and university appointments. 

9. Enable university teachers to communicate their proposals to the university administration. 

10. Allow university teachers to follow the teaching methods that are most appropriate for their 

students. 

11. Enable university teachers to discuss the ideas of others and criticize them without 

hesitation. 

12. Enable university teachers to accomplish their tasks without being subjected to any 

harassment and in a way that hinders teaching and research tasks. 

● Justifications for the proposed vision for academic freedom in Saudi universities 

1. This will help to realise the Kingdom's 2030 vision, which aims to enhance the level 

of Saudi universities and make them highly competitive. 

2. The changes that took place in various other fields such as national governance and 

the employment market, which made academic freedom a requirement in the global 

environment. 

3. There is evidence that confirms that violations of academic freedom and the dangers 

that threaten universities will continue unless legislative instruments are enacted to 

provide protection. 

4. At present the level of academic freedom of faculty members in Saudi universities 

seems to vary considerably. 
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5. The importance of the roles that faculty members are able to undertake at the 

university because of academic freedom,  are essential elements in the educational 

process. 

6. The need to develop Saudi societies and educational environment, and to achieve 

comprehensive development in the higher educational field, in terms of both teaching 

and research. 

7. The negative stereotype of the university teacher's profession. 

● Foundation of the Proposed Vision for Academic Freedom in Saudi Universities 

1. The Kingdom's 2030 vision goals for higher education support the recommended 

changes in university policy and conduct among faculty to achieve academic freedom. 

2. The objectives of the tenth development plan in relation to higher education. 

Specifically goal 11, which focused on developing human resources, raising their level 

of productivity, expanding their skills and expertise, and granting universities financial 

as well as administrative independence. 

● Dimensions of the proposed vision for academic freedom in Saudi Arabia universities 

The proposed vision for academic freedom in Saudi universities is based on six basic 

dimensions, which are: 

1. Freedom of thought: as demonstrated by  the freedom of individual academics to 

express their opinions honestly and free from any restrictions in order to reach results 

that can be relied upon effectively. 

2. Freedom of choice: it gives individual academics the freedom to choose alternatives 

and possibilities that are most appropriate for their educational method, which are 

compatible with their inclinations and philosophy in life and fit with their personal and 



280 
 

objective criteria. 

3. Freedom of research: It includes the individual's right to choose the subjects of 

research, express their opinions and give direct constructive criticism without 

fanaticism or prejudice. 

4. Freedom in actions (individual autonomy): It includes the freedom to practice actions 

and activities by assessing the level of necessity, reasonableness, and suitability to 

circumstances and situations. 

5. The degree of belief: It includes that the individual is free in his beliefs without the 

presence of any obstacles. 

6. Participation in decision-making and governance: It includes the freedom of the 

individual to make decisions at the university level, expressing his opinions in 

appointments, and objecting to unacceptable ones. 

● The mechanism for implementing the proposed vision for academic freedom in Saudi 

universities 

The mechanism for implementing the proposed vision is based on developing a set of 

mechanisms to enhance academic freedom in Saudi universities, which include: 

1. Granting the faculty members the freedom to add subjects to the educational curricula 

at a percentage determined by the scientific councils, and granting them the right to 

choose the teaching method that is most appropriate for it. 

2. Allowing faculty members to choose the type of subject content that is taught to 

students and the language of instruction. 

3. Improving the research capabilities of Saudi universities by concluding agreements 

with local and international universities and scientific research centers. 
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4. Granting faculty members the freedom to direct scientific research towards new 

research fields that keep pace with the requirements of competition by promoting the 

conduct of applied research directed towards the improvement of society. 

5. Providing an integrated and distinctive research environment equipped with the 

necessary infrastructure. 

6. Allowing faculty members to discuss and present various points of view and critique 

them objectively. 

7. Allowing faculty members to participate in selecting members representing all 

colleges, units and university centers. 

8. Building a clear system for evaluating the performance of faculty members to enhance 

strengths and avoid weaknesses. 

The following figure represents the proposed vision for academic freedom in Saudi universities 

in light of the 2030 vision. 

Figure 8 

The Proposed Vision for Academic Freedom in Saudi Universities in Light of the 2030 Vision 
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7.6 Recommendations 

  Among the main objectives of the study was to provide recommendations for developing 

freedom of academic faculty members’ in Saudi Universities. Based on the findings of the study, 

it is recommended that 

● The state should respect and guarantee the civil, economic, social, political, and cultural rights 

of the academic community. 

●   It is essential to create legislative systems that allow faculty members to express their 

personal, professional, and research views. 

●   The government should protect the rights of members of the academic community to form 

private unions to defend its interests or serve its work.  

●  The findings indicate that the election system should be used for selecting university leaders. 

●  Educational organizations should support conferences, seminars, studies, meetings, and 

workshops that promote the practice of academic freedom.  

● A suitable approach of expressing opinion in the society, particularly in Saudi universities, 

should be developed. 

7.7 Further Research Opportunities 

Based on the findings of this study, there are numerous opportunities for future 

research. Given that the concept of academic freedom is still new and being developed 

to incorporate, there is a need for further research on this topic, especially in Arab 

universities. 
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1. Conducting a comparative study on academic independence in public 

universities and private universities. 

2. Conducting studies to identify the role of academic freedom in  achieving the  

goals of Vision 2030 

3. There is a need to research on the attitude of faculty members and the 

university leaders toward academic freedom in universities in Saudi Arabia. 

4. Study the relationship between academic freedom and the job satisfaction of 

faculty members at Saudi universities 
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 األكاديمية؟  للحرية فهمك ماهو .1

 التدريس؟  هيئة ألعضاء  حق هي األكاديمية الحرية  أن تعتقد  مدى أي إلى .2

 اإلدارية الهيئات  وضعته مبدأ أنها أن باحث  لكل شرعي حق هي األكاديمية الحرية  أن تعتقد  مدى أي إلى .3

 الطريقة؟؟  بهذه تراه ولماذا للجامعة

  أي في كذلك األمر كان وإذا,  تقييدها أيضا يمكن أنه أم مطلق حق دائما هي األكاديمية الحرية أن تعتقد  هل .4

 ذلك؟؟  فعل يجب  ولماذا وتقييدها؟ منها الحد  الممكن من أنه القول يمكن الحاالت 

العالي التي تنتمي إليها؟ إذا كانت اإلجابة بنعم، هل تشعر   التعليم هل يمكنك المشاركة في إدارة مؤسسة .5

 أن هذا قد يكون مكانا يمكن أن تناقش فيه القضايا المتعلقة بالحرية األكاديمية؟ 

 دورك كعضو هيئة تدريس في تصميم المقرر الذي تقوم بتدريسه؟ ما هو  .6

فيما يتعلق بوضعك كعضو هيئة تدريس، هل الحرية األكاديمية مطبقة في عملية التدريس أم في كل من   .7

 التدريس و البحث العلمي؟ هل تختلف في كال المجالين؟ كيف هذا؟ 

ديمية في المملكة  العربية السعودية وما القيد  من وجهة نظرك، ما هي القيود التي تحد من الحرية األكا  .8

 الذي تراه األخطر أو األشد؟ 

إلى أي مدى أنت حر في اختيار المقرر الذي تقوم بتدريسه ومحتوياته، والطالب، هل أنت قادر على  .9

 معرفة كيفية اختيار الطالب وتقييمهم؟ هل يمكنك تقديم أمثلة؟ 

 علمي؟ هل يمكنك تقرير موضوع بحثك؟ هل لديك الحرية األكاديمية في البحث ال

هل هناك أي تحديد لنطاق سفرك خارج المملكة العربية السعودية لحضور المؤتمرات األكاديمية؟ )قيود   .10

 على السفر( 

هل يمكن أن تخبرني ما إذا كانت هناك أي آليات موجودة في مكانك في كليتك تهدف إلى حماية حريتك   .11

 حماية حريتك األكاديمية في وجهة نظرك؟ األكاديمية؟ ومن هو المسؤول عن 

هل يتمتع أعضاء هيئة التدريس بحرية التنظيم واالنضمام إلى اتحادات الموظفين؟ إذا كان الجواب نعم،  .12

 هل لهذه الجمعيات دور في حماية الحرية األكاديمية؟ 

 هل يمكنكم إعطاء مثال على كيفية تطبيق الحرية األكاديمية في جامعتك؟  .13

 تتمتع باألمان الوظيفي في جامعتك؟  إلى أي مدى .14

 . هل يمكن أن تعطيني أي مثال تم فيه تقييد حريتك األكاديمية فيما يتعلق بالتدريس أو البحث العلمي؟  .15

هل تعتقد أن الحرية األكاديمية محمية في القرآن الكريم أو في اإلطار التشريعي في المملكة العربية   .16

 ال، لماذا هذا؟ السعودية؟ إذا كانت اإلجابةنعم ,أو

هل هناك المزيد من التعليقات حول تطبيق الحرية األكاديمية في المملكة العربية السعودية والتي ترغب   .17

 في ذكرها استنادا إلى خبرتك الحالية؟ 
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[This meeting aims at specifying your personal experience pertaining to protect 

the academic freedom. The meeting was set as part of research project about the 

academic freedom in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia that was implemented in 

university of Lincoln, United Kingdom] [Ashwaq Aldossari, doctorate student, 

Lincoln university, the meeting will take 25 minutes].  

• I…………………………………………..understand and certify that participating in 

this research is voluntary, and there is no clear or implicit obligation on me 

to participate.  

• I understand and certify that I can withdraw any time or refuse to answer 

any question without reason or have any problem with withdrawal at any 

stage, before the meeting or during it. 

• I understand and certify that I can take the authorization back  to use the 

data resulted in my meeting after its end. 

•  I understand and certify that I have the right to ask the researchers about 

the purpose of the study and its nature, and they should explain it to me 

verbally and written.   

• I understand and certify that the participation will be recorded and I will 

take some notes. 

• I understand and certify that all the information I offer to this study is 

secret and will be in safe hands. 

• I understand and certify that I have given express warranty that, If I do not 

want that, the researcher will not use my name or any other signs of my 

personality from the information given in the meeting against my will. 

• I understand and certify that parts of my meeting will be quoted in the 

research’s thesis. 

• I understand and certify that the signed forms of agreement and the 

original recordings will be used in the research’s thesis. 

• I understand and certify that the researcher will get rid of the information 

after finishing the thesis. 

• I understand and certify that I’m free to contact any person participated in 

the research to get more information and explanations. 
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Please put a mark in the suitable place: 

 Yes No 

I have read and understood the project’s paper of 
information and the agreement form. 

  

I had got the chance to ask about the project.    
I agree to participate in the project as explained in the 
project’s paper of information and the agreement form. 

  

I understand that I participate voluntarily, I can withdraw 
from the study any time without giving any reasons 
about refusing to continue. 

  

Using the information, I present in the project only.   
I understand that my personal details like my phone 
number and address will not be revealed to people 
outside the project. 

  

I understand that you can quote my words in the 
research’s posts, reports, pages on the internet and any 
of the research’s results as specified in the agreement’s 
form. 

  

Using the information, I present in the project.   

I agree to archive all the data I present in the thesis.    

So, legally, we can use the information she presents.    
I agree to give  the copyrights and materials pertaining to 
this project to [Ashwaq Aldossari in university of Lincoln]. 

  

 

 

Ashwaq Aldossari  PhD student, School of Education, University of Lincoln email: 
13480887@students.lincoln.ac.uk  
 
  
 
Supervisor: Professor Terence Karran, School of Education, University of Lincoln, 
U.K.email:tkarran@lincoln.ac.uk. 
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1. Tell us about your understanding of academic freedom 

2.  Do you believe that academic freedom is the right of faculty members? 

3.  Do you believe that academic freedom is a legitimate right for every researcher, or it is 

a principle set by the university administrative? Why? 

4. . Do you think that academic freedom is always an absolute right or it can be restricted, 

if so, in which cases it is possible to limit and restrict academic freedom? Why? 

5. . Can you participate in the management of your higher education institution? If yes, do 

you feel that this could be a place where issues of academic freedom can be discussed? 

6. What is your role as a faculty member in designing your courses? 

7. In regard to your status as a faculty member, is academic freedom applied in teaching 

process or in both teaching and scientific research? Does it differ in both areas? How? 

8. In your opinion, what are the restrictions that limit academic freedom in Saudi Arabia 

and what is the most serious or severe restriction? 

9. How far do you believe that you are free to choose the course you are teaching, its 

contents, and student? Can you choose your students and evaluate them? Can you 

provide examples? 

10. . Do you have academic freedom in scientific research? Can you report your topic? 

11. Is there any restriction on your travel outside of Saudi Arabia to attend academic 

conferences? (Travel restrictions) 

12. . Can you tell if there are any mechanisms in your college designed to protect your 

academic freedom? Who do you think is responsible for protecting your academic 

freedom? 

13. Are faculty members free to organize and join staff unions? If yes, do these associations 

help protecting academic freedom? 

14. Can you give an example of how to apply academic freedom at your university? 

15. How much can you feel the Job security at your university? 

16. Can you give me any example of restricting your academic freedom in regard with 

teaching or scientific research? 

17. Do you think that academic freedom is protected by the Holy Quran or by the legislative 

framework in Saudi Arabia? Why? 
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Invitation to Participate in a Survey on Academic 

Freedom in Arabic  
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 المحترم                                     التدريس هيئة عضو  سعادة
نتواصل  معكم،  بوصفكم  عضو  هيئة  تدريس  في  إحدى  جامعات  المملكة  العربية  السعودية،  كي  نطلب  منكم  المشاركة  في  

استبيان  إلكتروني  عن  الحرية  األكاديمية،  وهو  موضوع  أطروحتي  لنيل  درجة  الدكتوراه،  حيث  أدرس  لنيلها  من  كلية  التربية 

 بجامعة  لينكولن،  المملكة  المتحدة،  تحت   إشراف  البروفيسور  تيرنس  كارن

 

وبناءً   على  دخولكم  شخصيًا  على  الموقع  اإللكتروني  للجامعة  لديكم،  فإننا  نؤمن  بأنكم  مؤهلون  الستكمال  هذه  الدراسة،  نظًرا   
ألنكم  عضو  في  هيئة  التدريس  في  الجامعة  بدوام   كامل  أو  بدوام   جزئي  )مثل  المحاضرين  واألساتذة،  والمعيدين  وغيرهم(  و/أو  
تجرون  البحوث  )مثل  األساتذة،  وكذلك  الباحثين  المساعدين  ،  والزمالء  الباحثين  في   مرحلة   ما  بعد  الدكتوراه،  وغيرهم(.  وإذا   
كنتم  أستاذًا  فخريًا  تقاعد  من  العمل  األكاديمي  بدوام  كامل  ،  فإنكم   مؤهلين  أيًضا  الستكمال  هذه  الدراسة.  وينبغي  أال  يتم  إكمال 
هذه الدراسة من جانب أعضاء هيئة التدريس الزائرين أو موظفي الدعم الجامعة  بل والذين يزاولون جزًءا من عملية التدريس  
بدوام  جزئي،  ليسوا  مؤهلين  إلكمال  هذه  الدراسة.  وإذا   لم  تكونوا  متأكدين  من  أنكم  مؤهلون  إلكمال   الدراسة  من  عدمها،  فيُرجى   
 االتصال  بنا  بالرد  برسالة  عبر  عنوان  البريد  اإللكتروني  هذا،  وسيكون  من  دواعي  سرورنا  تقديم  النصيحة  لكم 
 

  
  أيًضا  بمقدوري  يجعل  سوف  ما   وهو  الدراسة،  هذه  في   المشاركة  خالل  من   رأيكم  إسماع  في  الرغبة  لديكم  تكون  أن  نأمل  إننا

 الهام.  الموضوع هذا في الدكتوراه  درجة لنيل أطروحتي إكمال

 التالي:  اإللكتروني الموقع  على الويب صفحة إلى الذهاب طريق عن االلكترونية االستبانة إلى  الدخول يمكن

w.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/Q26BQHYhttps://ww 
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Invitation to Participate in a Survey on Academic 

Freedom in English 
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Dear Sir or Madam, 
 
  
 
We are contacting you, in your position as a lecturer in university in Saudi Arabia, to ask you to 
participate in an online survey of academic freedom, which is the subject of my doctoral thesis, 
for which i am studying in the school of education at the University of Lincoln in the United 
Kingdom, under the supervision of professor Terence Karran.  
 
 The survey , normally takes about 25 minutes and is designed to be as easy as possible to 
complete, as most of the questions just require ticks in the relevant boxes. The survey is 
completely anonymous, so that the names of both staff who participate and the institutions in 
which they work cannot be identified. The survey is designed for completion by academic staff 
who rely on academic freedom in order to be able to fulfil their professional tasks of adding to 
the body of knowledge, through their research, and passing on that knowledge to their 
students, through their teaching. The data gathered by the on-line survey will be analysed by 
means of SPSS, and the results will form a major part of my doctoral thesis. Once the thesis is 
completed, the data will be destroyed.  
 
  
On the basis of your personal entry on your university's website, we believe that you are 
eligible to complete this survey, as you are a full or part-time member of staff employed by 
the university to teach (such as Lecturers, Professors, etc.) and/or to undertake research 
(such as Professors, but also Research Assistants, Post-Doctoral Research Fellows, etc.).  If you 
are an Emeritus Professor, who has retired from a full time academic career, then you are also 
eligible to complete the survey. The survey should not be completed by visiting academic 
staff, or by university support staff (administrative, managerial and secretarial staff, 
librarians, laboratory technicians, etc.) or by students on taught undergraduate and post-
graduate Master’s degree courses.  Students undertaking research for a PhD, but who also do 
some part-time teaching are not eligible to complete the survey. If you are not sure as to 
whether you should complete the survey, then please contact us by return email, and we will 
be happy to advise you. 
 
  
 
It is argued that academic freedom is a universal right that all staff working in higher education 
acknowledge as an essential component of academic life, both as an individual liberty with 
respect to their teaching and research, and in terms of institutional autonomy and governance. 
At institutional level, the right of universities to self-governance and autonomy, free from 
governmental control over decisions about what should be taught and researched, is seen as 
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vital for their successful working. University policies and norms, allied to departmental culture, 
are often as important in providing normative protection for the academic freedom of 
university staff. However, as yet there has been no survey of the normative protection for, and 
day-to-day staff experiences of, academic freedom and institutional autonomy in the higher 
education institutions of many nations, including Saudi Arabia.  
 
  
 
We hope that you will want your opinion to be heard, by participating in this study, which will 
also enable me to complete my doctoral thesis on this important topic.  
 
  
 
The survey can be accessed by going to the webpage at:  
 
  
https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/FZLPDXR 
 
  
Please feel free to contact us if you have any questions about the research 
 
  
 
 Best Wishes 
 
 Ashwaq Aldossari  PhD student, School of Education, University of Lincoln email: 
13480887@students.lincoln.ac.uk  
 
Supervisor: Professor Terence Karran, School of Education, University of Lincoln, 
U.K.email:tkarran@lincoln.ac.uk. 
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