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any exceptions for you even if you are fasting.  It was difficult.  I didn’t like  

[my] first Ramadan here.  I didn’t celebrate Eid very well that day because  

I was missing several things, traditional things in our country at that day, so  

I didn’t go outside.  I just went to the mosque and I was surprised because  

I wanted to pray but there was nobody there.  I arrived late and the prayer was  

finished.  I talked to my parents that day, but I felt homesick because this day  

is a very important day in Saudi Arabia. I went to school on the second day.   

It’s strange for me because in Saudi Arabia we usually take vacation for two  

weeks. (Asma, personal communication, February 25, 2016) 

 It is obvious that feeling homesick affected the participants negatively during parts of 

their stay in Canada.  However, the support that they got from their guardians, families in Saudi 

Arabia, or friends helped them to face this challenge and go forward with their academic 

pursuits.  

A Life Changing Experience: “I Love Who I’ve Become” 

 Studying abroad and living in a country with a different language and different cultural 

practices for up to five years is a significant challenge for most, if not all, international students.  

Rasmussen (1998) found that living abroad is a perfect opportunity to learn about another culture 

by immersing oneself in the customs, beliefs, and social norms.  The participants of this study 

learned many new things by living in Canada and interacting with people who are from different 

backgrounds.  They were happy not only with the impact on their personalities, but they were 

also grateful for this experience because it has helped them to succeed academically.   All of the 

participants talked about their successes: either the ones that they accomplished in Canada, or 

others that they achieved while in Saudi Arabia but were recognized for in Canada.  Some of the 
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participants acknowledged feeling proud on an academic level because of what they have 

achieved, such as their success, their research, or their volunteer work.  Sara, who completed her 

undergraduate degree at a Canadian university, was proud of herself when she heard her name 

called at her undergraduate convocation and received the honor of her success.  She felt that her 

years of studying made it all worthwhile for that moment.  All of her feelings related to missing 

family and friends, being lonely, or tired and exhausted were replaced with happiness and joy 

because of a single moment that recognized her successes. Sara described this wonderful 

experience: 

When I graduated from undergrad, getting onto the stage and being called by  

my name, and having the [chancellor] … hold my hand …, you just feel you  

want to cry. ... It felt like my five or four years before [were] worth [it] to get  

to that point. (Sara, personal communication, February 5, 2016) 

Sara also shared that she was very proud of her Master’s research which investigates what health 

means to young Saudi women in which she went back to Saudi Arabia and stayed for four 

months to collect her data.  In addition, she volunteered to take a practical course with a 

foundation in Ontario to work as a health promoter, working to educate and improve client’s 

knowledge about healthy eating and healthy lifestyles, and the relationships between healthy 

living and cardiovascular diseases.  She explained that this experience changed her life when she 

became aware of the importance of her research message, and it opened her mind to see how 

educated and uneducated Saudi women think differently.  She wanted her research to be 

published and spread all over the world.  After her volunteering work in Canada, she decided to 

work on her project with Saudi women in Saudi Arabia.  During our interview, she discussed her 

experience: 
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It was such a life changing experience for me because I worked on  the project  

in the first days until we actually delivered the wellness fairs, and it opened  

my mind to so many things.  Our culture is not educated; it’s not well informed  

of health options they have.  So, when I contacted my supervisor, I told her I am 

interested in doing a research [study on] Saudi women’s health… She was so  

welcoming and she accepted me.  My research now … I want [it] to be spread  

all over the world, I want to publish it and present it in couple of conferences,  

InshaAllah. (Sara, personal communication, February 5, 2016) 

 Reema had a similar reaction to Sara’s when she received an award for her high 

achievement at the university where she completed her undergrad degree in Saudi Arabia.  She 

was proud and wished to be as successful at the Canadian university like she was in the Saudi 

one:  

The first day when I came to the university in our orientation week, I was happy,  

and what makes me very happy was what they gave me … award for students  

who have a good standing because I came with the high grades from [the]  

university in Saudi Arabia.  So they give me like award, and it was a good day.   

I was proud and I wish I [could] have the same marks right now. I haven’t.  

(Reema, personal communication, February 8, 2016) 

Reema also shared that she was very proud of her Master’s research about Syrian refugees and 

their experiences and the challenges that they have faced.  Talking about this research, she 

shared the following: 

To do research about refugees, I was very proud to pick this population. You  

know what, I felt like there are very important people right now because of  
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the war and all of these stuff in the Middle East, so I believe that meeting with  

the refugees and listening to their experiences and what happened to them  

during the war and here, it’s a good experience to me.  Even [if] I don’t finish  

my research, I feel like meeting with them is a good thing.  (Reema, personal 

communication, February 8, 2016) 

 Eman also felt proud of herself when she got her university acceptance.  She only applied 

to one university in Canada because she was only interested in that university, and if she did not 

get in, she would go back home.  She believed in herself, she knew she met the university’s 

requirements, and she applied.  She waited for two months to hear about her acceptance, and she 

could not believe it at the time.  Eman was proud of herself because she thought that she 

deserved to be in that university. Recalling that time, she shared about her acceptance: 

I remember when I got the acceptance from [the] university.  I just applied for 

this university. I told myself [this university] and that’s it.  I don’t want to apply  

to other universities.  Then, I just waited for two months to get the acceptance.  

I remember the day was in morning, and I received an email from the graduate  

studies office, and they said: ‘congratulation you are accepted in our program,  

and you have to submit your supporting documents and the financial guarantee.’ 

… Ya, O.M.G my dream now becomes true. (Eman, personal communication,  

February 24, 2016) 

 There is no doubt that living abroad for a number of years would affect people in some 

way, especially for those from a different culture than the country in which they choose to study.  

The participants in this study, who are all from Saudi Arabia, came from a conservative society 

to a free and open society when compared to Saudi culture.  El-Orabi (1967) found that some 
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Saudi students face difficulties and find it challenging to adapt to liberal societies because of the 

culture of Saudi Arabia.  For the participants, the experience of living in Canada for up to five 

years impacted their personality, ways of thinking, and social life in positive ways.  Sara, who 

had been living in Canada since 2009, noted that her personality changed a lot because of the 

many concepts that she learned about from being in Canada.  For example, she has learned to be 

independent and to take an opportunity when its available.  By living independently, she had the 

chance to learn how to cook and do laundry.  While this might seem insignificant, the homes 

from which the participants came in Saudi Arabia have a house keeper who cooks, cleans, and 

does laundry, as is the case in almost in every home.  So, independence to Sara meant a chance 

to learn new things, like cooking and cleaning.  Moreover, she learned about social norms that 

are not part of life in Saudi Arabia. Talking about this point, she shared these thoughts:  

So, there are so many nice concepts here that I learned, [such as] independence,  

human rights … simple things.  Independence, I would say here, I learned how  

to do my laundry, I learned to cook for myself, to clean my room.  Some social  

norms we were not used to do.  Like when we go to the mall, for example, the  

kids play, after you play, you get your food, and after you eat, you just leave it  

and you leave.  So, in the Canadian culture, they don’t do that.  You actually  

take your plate, and you empty the container and you put the tray there.  I started 

recycling things; we don’t have the recycle system back home, but at least …  

we should divide garbage to different bags, and that’s the least thing we can do,  

and my mom actually likes that, so I got support from my mom sometimes.   

(Sara, personal communication, February 5, 2016) 
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Sara also hopes to transfer what she learned in Canada to her society back home. Discussing her 

plans, she said that, 

whenever I go home, I will try to implement something I learned in my own  

home.  I would change my own family and start from there, so it’s not just  

my degree or my education that I'm going back with, I have changed a lot over  

the past couple of years, and [I’ll] stick with what I became ... so I’m hoping  

to change other people.  (Sara, personal communication, February 5, 2016) 

 Reema expressed appreciation for the ways in which living in Canada for six years has 

changed her.  She learned how to think about her future and prepare for it.  She learned about 

some social norms that she did not use back home, such as greeting others or debating with 

friends and classmates.  She used to stick to her own opinion even if she found herself to be 

wrong, and it was hard for her to be convinced by others.  Reema considered this to be an 

important change to her personality and something important that she learned from living 

abroad:  

Canada makes me more confident.  I think I became more mature in Canada  

than Saudi Arabia.  And also in Canada I learn how to think about my future  

and how to be responsible for that future.  I learn how to appreciate people  

and how to say thank-you or sorry and stuff like that because it makes a huge  

change in your personality and in your way of dealing with other people. …  

In Saudi Arabia I used to stick to my opinion: ‘This is my opinion and you  

are wrong. Anyway, even if you try to convince me to be in your side, I feel no.’   

Now, I can be on your side, and I respect at least. I say, ‘okay, I agree with you,  
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but this is my opinion and this is your opinion. (Reema, personal communication, 

February 8, 2016) 

Nora, who was fully dependent on her family in Saudi Arabia, noticed changes in terms 

of her personal life.  She learned how to be responsible for others, take care of her children, and 

how to take care of spending money. Describing these changes, Nora revealed the following:   

I used to be a quiet person, but now I am really social and I [get] upset and  

nervous easily, maybe because the studying and it’s a lot of pressure. ...   

One thing I learned here about the importance of having a family because when  

I was back home, I was spending most of my time studying and knowing nothing  

about my family, but here I know a lot of them because I miss them.  I think  

I gain lots of skills here, such as in finance.  Back home I didn’t care about money  

or how much I [spent].  Here I care more and more where and how I’m goanna  

spend the money.  Also cooking skills: now I can cook different recipes but back  

home I was depending on my family most of the time.  Although I’m married,  

I spent most of my time with my family. (Nora, personal communication,  

February 9, 2016) 

Eman explained that she loves the Canadian culture and the lifestyle because in her life 

back home in Saudi Arabia, she did not appreciate the importance of time management.  She 

explained that the Saudi lifestyle forces her to be unorganized.  For example, she described how 

the hot weather in Saudi Arabia leads people to wait until night, when it becomes cooler, to do 

their duties:   

Everything [in Saudi Arabia is] designed to be done at night. Also the weather  

plays a big role … in this; because we have hot weather, night is more  
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comfortable to go out.  We have to wait sometimes until the weather gets cooler  

to go out.  (Eman, personal communication, February 24, 2016) 

During her time in Canada, Eman learned about being patient, waking up early, dividing her time 

based on her needs, and giving herself some free time to rest.  Eman shared how living in Canada 

changed her:  

To be patient, to live alone, to depend just on myself, to work hard, to be on  

time which is very important for us, to work hard, and to give yourself a rest  

time … - this is what I saw all the Canadians do.  I like the idea of waking up  

in morning.  In my country it’s different. People [in Saudi Arabia] usually  

wake up 10 a.m., but we spend most of our time in night, so I want to change  

this. I don’t know how I can change it but I really want it to be changed.  Here,  

I usually wake up at 7:00 and I study, clean my home, go to grocery store. I do 

everything in morning.  (Eman, personal communication, February 24, 2016,) 

Asma talked about her appreciation for the confidence she gained through her 

experiences in Canada.  Studying abroad gave her the opportunity to express her opinion and 

share her ideas with others, without being shy or having doubt in herself.  Talking about the 

comparison between who she was in Saudi Arabia and who she has become in Canada, she said: 

My way of thinking has changed, my way of talking.  I was shy - too shy, but 

now, no I’m more open, so I can talk to people.  When I first came here, I felt  

always shy. Comparing to that time, I became stronger.  This is the best thing  

that happened to me here.  (Asma, personal communication, February 25, 2016) 

 Rana used to have problems with managing her time.  Because of her move to Canada, 

she was able to work on this skill as she learned from others she interacted with.  She paid 
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attention to how they managed their time and their organizational approaches. She described the 

following observation: 

I like the way that they [Canadians] manage their time; I mean in the week days,  

they work, they study, and do the work stuff, and on the weekend they enjoy  

every moment.  So, this managing of time is very useful for our lives.  Actually,  

I have a big problem in managing my time, so I like this idea of managing time.   

(Rana, personal communication, March 3, 2016) 

 The culture in Saudi Arabia does not encourage women to ask or interact with others, 

especially with men.  Therefore, a woman in Saudi Arabia depends on her father, brother, 

husband, or son to interact with other men with whom she has no relationship.  Rana identified 

that it was challenging to depend on her husband all of the time, especially when studying in a 

mixed-gender environment.  At the beginning of her studies, she felt like she was doing 

something that did not align with who she wanted to be.  Then, she learned that it is important to 

interact with others when needed: “Before I came to Canada, …I can’t talk to strange people.  

Now, [I understand that] you have to talk to [everyone] to be alive in Canada, so I started to talk 

to strange people” (Rana, personal communication, March 3, 2016). 

 Obviously, the experience of living and studying in Canada has affected the participants 

in positive ways.  The benefits that they received from this experience have made them proud of 

who they are and allowed them to live in different ways than their lives in Saudi Arabia.  

Enjoying a Different Way of Learning 

 The education system, campus facilities, and teaching approaches used in Canadian 

schools is completely different than the Saudi system.  The participants of this study expressed 

that they enjoyed their experience in the Canadian education system.  Sara, who completed her 
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undergraduate and graduate studies at a Canadian university, found that there are many 

opportunities in Canadian schools that students should not miss out on, such as volunteer work 

and workshops.  She felt that this is especially important for Saudi students because they do not 

have these kind of opportunities back home.  While Sara was a student in an ESL program, she 

was too shy to speak up or discuss her ideas with other students because this was not her 

experience in the Saudi school system that she came from.  Sara recognized that not having this 

skill seriously impacted her undergraduate studies, so she took up the task and decided to talk 

and interact with other students.  In the beginning, she did not know how to do this appropriately, 

so she started sharing all of her ideas about any given topic. Then, day by day, she learned how 

to become an effective, actively participating student.  Sara enjoyed her studies and began 

attending a number of workshops, events, and she participated in volunteer work that was not 

related to her field of study.  She found that these activities were a perfect way to help her 

achieve her goals and have a successful study abroad experience.  She decided that she wanted to 

do her graduate studies abroad as well because of the benefits that she gained from her 

undergraduate experience. During our interview, Sara shared her thoughts about this decision:   

When I started my undergrad courses, you had to at least speak up and tell  

people that you ... exist and not … [just] a number ….  And my classes were 700  

and 500 students, so I didn’t get the chance to explore, but I had the experience  

to speak up and talk whatever ideas I have.  ... I would network with other students, 

… attending workshop[s] that’s offered at the university, events that don’t relate to  

my own fields.  So I start to enjoy my university study from my second, third and  

fourth year.  When I graduated, I wanted to do to a Master’s because I explore  

more volunteer work, more events that I had to pay for it.  I didn’t go for free  
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[I had to pay for it], but it was worth it because I knew what I wanna do for  

my grad school.  By fourth year, I applied for the Master’s program before  

I graduated. (Sara, personal communication, February 5, 2016) 

Reema was surprised when she got into her first class because of the way that students 

participated in class.  Students shared about everything that they did with others although it was 

not related to the topic.  It took her a semester to adapt to this new type of classroom atmosphere, 

but then, she loved it.  Reema found this to be a very good way of learning because it 

demonstrates to students that their ideas and opinions are important.  Her experiences in the 

classroom affected who she became as a person as she became more active, confident, and strong 

willed through her interaction with others.  Reema shared the following: 

I was silent all of the time, just looking to the students.  They talk about  

everything in their life, they talk even if they go washroom.  They would say:  

‘yesterday I went to washroom and that’s [what] happened to me.’  I feel that  

they talk about every single thing happen in their life.  We didn’t learn that in  

our classes back home.  We have not talk[ed] with the professors; we just listen  

to our teachers in Saudi Arabia.  I found people here like to talk.  Then, in the  

second year, I started talking and I loved that way [of learning].  I feel like it’s  

very good when someone appreciate or respect your opinion or what … you  

believe, even if you are the only one [who has] that belief …  I think that what  

makes my personality little bit stronger than before.  (Reema, personal  

communication, February 8, 2016) 

Reema also complained about the Saudi education system because it excludes this component of 

teaching.  In Saudi Arabia, there is no opportunity for students to speak up unless they are asked 
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to answer a question.  Otherwise, students stay silent for the class or lecture and listen to the 

teacher or professor to learn what they need to memorize for the exam.  Reema shared further:  

I don’t like in the Saudi [education system] that they don’t give the student the 

opportunity to express their feeling, their opinion.  Your talent, they appreciate  

that, and they don’t ask you about that.  They give you information and then you  

have to agree with this information.  You can’t say ‘no, I disagree,’ but here in  

Canada, I feel the system is kind of open, is kind of a dialogue.  It’s kind of  

yourself.  I don’t know, it depends on your personality and how would you  

react to the system.  I love the way here.  You know, I can’t say our ... what  

we learn is bad, no it was very good and strong.  The system in nursing in  

college in Saudi Arabia is very strong like here in Canada.  The only thing  

that they didn’t give the opportunity to speak or to express what we learn.   

(Reema, personal communication, February 8, 2016) 

 Nora had a similar opinion to Reema about the Saudi education system and how teachers 

deal with students in the classroom or how students participate during lessons or lectures.  Nora 

also found that the Saudi education system misses out on important opportunities for students, 

such as volunteer work and the organization of student associations. Nora shared the following in 

our interview: 

[The Saudi education system] is just about teacher focus; students usually are  

not in the [focus]. … For example, in a lecture back home, the professor who  

talks all the time.  There was less time for students to explain and to give  

their ideas, while here I think, the students … talk and their teachers can just  

give some suggestions to them or recommendations.  For example, back home  
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we don’t have … students’ association that … volunteer … just [about] study,  

study, and study back home.  There [is] no social connection.  I think if we  

have back home, for example, social association with different departments,  

conferences, it would improve students to be at the same level of education  

in Canada or America.  (Nora, personal communication, February 9, 2016) 

Nora expressed interest in the campus environment because she thinks that the Canadian campus 

is more supportive of students and their needs for studying.  For example, the library is open for 

long hours, someone is there to help, and rooms are available for booking in which students can 

study.  However, in Saudi Arabia, campuses are designed differently.  On campus, everything is 

closed by 2:00 p.m., the end of the day, and students are not allowed to enter the campus until 

8:00 a.m. the next day.  About her experience on campus, Nora shared further: 

Back home, I usually just go to the university to attend lectures and going back  

home, but here when I’m in the campus, the environment encourages me to study  

because I have different friends from Canada, Ghana, who encourage me. …  

Everybody asks me if I want help; you can ask anyone.  So, I prefer to stay in  

campus if I have questions, concerns that I can share with them, but back home  

[you] just go study then go home.  We do have a university library, but it’s not  

like the library here.  For example, back home we don’t have private rooms that  

we can book to study in.  If we had, I would use it, but I usually come here and  

book a room for myself and study.  So, if I have something I can go and ask  

questions and share ideas with people.  Back home, if you have questions, you  

have to call someone, and I don’t like phoning.  I prefer to meet face-to-face.   

(Nora, personal communication, February 9, 2016) 
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Eman compared the teaching of nursing in Saudi Arabia to Canada.  She found that the 

teaching of nursing in Saudi Arabia is about giving students information to pass the exams based 

on memorization.  However, in the Canadian system, she found that it is about practice and 

preparing students to be authorized to work in hospitals. During our interview, Eman explained 

the difference: 

In my country when I studied my undergrad, they were focusing just on educating  

us, not the giving us the chance to practice, but here, when I came to Canada and 

communicated with Canadian students, I found it different. The system in Canada  

for nursing … they focus more in practice, public health.  They are eligible to work  

at hospital as nurses.  (Eman, personal communication, February 24, 2016) 

Eman also liked the facilities at the Canadian universities, such as the library and the writing 

support center.  She pointed out the difficulties that she faced in Saudi Arabia when she was 

doing her final project in her undergraduate studies.  She had to buy the resources because the 

university’s library lacked the resources she needed and the librarians were not well prepared to 

help her. During our interview, Eman talked about her frustrations with the library at the Saudi 

university she attended: 

The first thing is the library, I face difficulties when I did my research in  

my undergrad because I needed many resources but I couldn’t [find them].   

I used [the library] but it didn’t work because … first, it’s far away from  

my building, and the other thing, I didn’t find all the boxes that I needed.  There  

was no guide or a librarian [to help me], so I had to buy the boxes which is not  

good and expensive and I will not need them anymore they were just for specific  

time.  So, I found it here more convenient and easy.  If I have a question, just go  
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to the library and ask for help, and they will tell me where can I find the book  

that I look for. Here I like the library system.  Studying in library is something  

new for me.  (Eman, personal communication, February 24, 2016) 

 Asma, as well, liked the facilities on the campus of the Canadian university and found 

that the environment promoted studying.  She found the library system in Canada to be useful 

and students could get the help that they needed. The writing support center was a good resource 

that she used many times to help her with her writing struggles. Asma explained that the,  

[The Canadian’s campus] is very good.  You can study whenever and whatever  

you want.  I mean classes here are open and you can go and study alone by  

yourself.  … Even the library is very good here; it’s open from 9:00 a.m. to  

8:00 p.m. sometimes, so you can borrow any book you want and read at the same 

place or take it home.  I like the libraries here.  Even the student support center,  

you can find someone to help you any time.  For example, if you don’t know the  

APA style in writing the references, you can go to the library and book an appointment 

with someone in order to help you with it.  The campus here is very helpful and  

very nice, comfortable. (Asma, personal communication, February 25, 2016) 

Asma also mentioned the difference between the Saudi and Canadian professors that she dealt 

with.  She found that the Canadian professor were available during their office hours, which 

indicates that they respect students’ time availability.  In Saudi Arabia, she had a bad experience 

with her supervisor who was not good with respecting time because she asked students to book 

appointments outside of office hours and would not be available for the appointment. Asma 

elaborated on this point:  

I like [the professors’] ways here because if you want something you can  
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talk and discuss with them directly at the same time or after the class.  In Saudi  

Arabia, sometimes you find difficulties with some professor teachers.  When  

I was studying in [a Saudi] university, … when I wanted something from  

my professor, who was my supervisor, she always says: ‘you have to take an     

appointment.’ When I took the appointment, she says: ‘I'm busy now come after  

one or two hours,’ and sometimes, ‘come tomorrow.’  Here, I didn’t face this  

problem.  Always when I wanted to talk with my professor, they [were] always  

welcoming and I could go to them in appointments any time.  This is one thing.   

The second thing is their way of teaching in class, using technology, asking the  

students to talk about their opinions.  You know, in Saudi Arabia, they don’t  

focus on students’ opinion that much.  (Asma, personal communication,  

February 25, 2016) 

 Rana pointed out that Canadian professors assist student learning by outlining the course 

requirements in a syllabus which helps save the time of both the professors and students.  In 

Saudi Arabia, courses are based on the professors’ discretion and it is not common to give 

students an outline for the course. Rana shared the following:   

The education system here is very different than our education system.  I feel  

here like… the professors give us the requirements for the course from the beginning,  

and every time, every assignment has its requirements. You have to meet them  

to get the mark, so everything is clear, and everything is possible.  If you attend  

all the lectures, and meet the requirements, you will get the mark.  Actually, in our 

system, not all of the professors give the requirements, so I feel this the most  

difficult thing in our education system.  (Rana, personal communication,  
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March 3, 2016) 

Rana also talked about the differences in teaching practice between Saudi Arabia and Canada.  

She found that the approach to teaching in Canada encouraged students to share their ideas and 

express their opinions, while in Saudi Arabia, students miss this kind of communication between 

professors and students in classrooms. Rana explained further:  

Here they ask and encourage students to participate in discussion.  In Saudi,  

no, just giving the information and showing slides for the whole three hours.   

So, it’s difficult because you don’t have a chance to discuss.  You have to study  

the material and pass the exam.  Here you can discuss and understand.  Also,  

the office [hours] here I really like it.  It’s flexible and every professor has two  

to three hours to meet students and discuss with them.  In Saudi, we miss this.  

(Rana, personal communication, March 3, 2016). 

Like the other participants, Rana also appreciated the library in the Canadian university 

system.  She appreciated that there were resources available for students to pick-up from the 

building or to use online. Rana shared the following about her use of the library:   

Everything is organized.  The library has a lot of resources, and you can [get]  

access to a computer anytime.  Also, I like the internet, Wi Fi that [is] distributed  

it in everywhere.  I like these things, that anytime you can access the internet and  

you can access the library online and get research paper[s] and everything you want.  

(Rana, personal communication, March 3, 2016) 

The participants expressed that the differences between the Canadian education system 

and their experiences in the Saudi system were not difficult to adapt to.  Although the Canadian 

education system seems to be more complex than the Saudi one, the participants found it more 
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helpful and they were able to get more out of their studies.  In general, it appears that they 

preferred learning based on the Canadian education system over the Saudi one. 

Summary 

This chapter presented the following themes that emerged from the finding of the 

interviews: guardianship, homesickness, a life changing experience: “I love who I have become,” 

and enjoying a different way of learning. These themes helped to answer the research questions 

that informed this study. In the final chapter, I present a discussion of the findings and offer a 

conclusion.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 

 According to the Ministry of Higher Education (n.d.), in 2005, King Abdullah made an 

agreement with American president, George W. Bush, to increase the number of Saudi students 

studying in the U.S.  Since then many Saudi students have enrolled in the program and have 

spent time abroad studying in another country.  Currently, the program is the largest student 

scholarship program in the history of Saudi Arabia.  This chapter offers a discussion of the 

research findings based on the themes that emerged from the data collection about Saudi 

women’s experiences studying abroad under the King Abdullah Scholarship Program.   

Evaluation of Interviews 

 In this qualitative study, I interviewed six Saudi women who were enrolled through the 

King Abdullah Scholarship Program in a Canadian university to understand their experiences 

related to studying in Canada.  The participants talked about many aspects of this experience, 

including making the decision to apply to the program, and their current experiences associated 

with being a student in the program.  In general, the participants revealed that they were happy 

with their experiences studying abroad and were grateful for the advantages that they gained 

from participating in the program.  In addition to noting their accomplishments, the participants 

also discussed the challenges and difficulties that they faced.  However, the participants spoke 

about how these experiences made them stronger, and helped them to develop their own sense of 

determination. All of the students, as Saudi women, identified the same goal of trying to prove 

that they can contribute towards the betterment of Saudi society.  They expressed their desire to 

change the commonly-held belief that women should have a limited role in Saudi society.  

Rather, they all talked about wanting to make a change in what women’s roles might be in Saudi 

society and how their time studying abroad instilled that desire in them.  Through their 
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achievements, they want to prove to Saudi society that they have value as women, and perhaps, 

to provide motivation for others to question whether certain practices in Saudi culture and laws, 

as influenced by Islam, might be the reason for Saudi women’s social positioning.  

Some of the participants took risks and made sacrifices while facing some cultural 

obstacles in Canada in order to achieve their goals.  For example, Sara and her nephew needed to 

live with a Canadian family for a while when they first arrived in Canada because Sara was 

afraid of starting her life with only her nephew.  This was not an easy decision for her because 

living with people who are not from one’s family is unacceptable in Islam and in the Saudi 

culture.  Sara’s family did not know about this and she indicated in our interview that she has no 

plan to tell them because it is culturally unaccepted although she had her nephew with her.  This 

experience for Sara was a challenge that she lived with for months and it will continue to be a 

burden as a secret that she will keep.  Nora also made sacrifices; most notable was leaving her 

four-month-old daughter with her family to travel to Canada because she thought that she would 

not have the time to take care of her with all of the responsibilities that she would have in 

Canada.  Of course this was not an easy decision for her to make; however, she could overcome 

this challenge by thinking about the goals that she had set for herself.  All of the participants 

indicated that they were very proud of their experiences, benefits, and achievements that they 

received from studying in Canada.  

As a Saudi woman, I was surprised at their confidence and their way of overcoming the 

challenges related to living abroad, because living independently is very different from life in 

Saudi Arabia.  In fact, they admitted that it was difficult, but what shocked me was that they did 

not complain about overcoming the challenges and instead talked about it in a way that 

emphasized that they did something very important and everyone should know about it.  I 
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believe that the participants simplified these challenges to emphasize their capacity to overcome 

the difficulties that might have kept them from achieving their goals. Although the participants 

were counting down the days to the completion of their studies so they could go back home, they 

were ambitious and knew that they had to continue their studies.  It was obvious that the 

participants felt pulled by their emotions, such as missing their families, but were invigorated by 

their ability to overcome the challenges that they faced during their studies.  At the same time, 

they were pushed by the image of a future that they drew for themselves in which they 

envisioned themselves as successful Saudi women who have the ability to make a change in the 

world. 

 In the next section, I answer the research questions that guided this study, highlighting a 

number of themes that emerged from the interviews, and analyze the data using the “push and 

pull factors” theoretical framework. Finally, I offer a conclusion.   

Push and Pull Factors for Saudi Women Studying in Canada 

 The work of Mostafa (2006) and Li and Bray (2007) provided a theoretical framework 

for considering the push and pull factors that influenced the participants’ experiences in the 

scholarship program. In this study, I use the terms push and pull factors that are both in the home 

and the study abroad context. That is, at home, while deciding whether or not to study abroad, 

the women may face push factors from their home contexts that propel them to go abroad and 

pull factors that draw them to stay. Once abroad, the push and pull becomes reversed as they 

experience push factors that entice them to return home and pull factors that keep them wanting 

to remain in Canada. 
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It’s Worth It: Enjoying the New Life and Opportunities 

 The first research question probed the positive features that Saudi women graduate 

students experienced while they were enrolled in a Saudi scholarship program at a Canadian 

university. Overall, the women talked about the factors that made them feel proud of their studies 

in Canada, the aspects of their experiences here that pulled them to remain in Canada studying 

even though they sometimes found themselves doubting themselves.  One of the factors that 

pulled students to remain in Canada for the participants in the study was the different lifestyle 

that they were able to experience.  According to the insights which the participants offered in the 

interviews, everyday living abroad for them was an opportunity to learn something new.  

However, the learning was not only about academics; it encompassed much more than that.  

 By making the decision to apply to the scholarship program and remain studying abroad, 

participants learned that they were brave enough to persist in achieving their goals.  This was not 

easy for the Saudi women participants because of the isolation they felt being away from their 

families and the new independent lifestyle they were expected to inhabit during their experience 

in Canada.  Sara thought it was easy to adapt to a new lifestyle; however, she cried every single 

day for months when she first arrived in Canada.  She was shocked when she found out that she 

was alone and that she was expected to be responsible for everything in her academic and 

personal life.  Moreover, she had to appear as being strong when she called her mom: “I would 

be the one who comforted her and say ‘I’m fine,’ and ‘don’t worry, don’t cry,’ and ‘everything is 

fine,’ but [when] I finished my call, I would be crying (Sara, personal communication, February 

5, 2016).  Reema, as well, found herself more confident in her ability to make decisions since she 

started her studies at the university in Canada.  She started to determine her needs and decide 
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how to achieve her goals, asking herself, “How … can I determine what I need? What [do] I 

want to be in the future” (Reema, personal communication, February 8, 2016). 

Leaving their families and the luxurious lifestyle they were accustomed to, with close 

relationships with parents, and a house keeper and driver, the participants had to learn to be 

independent while studying abroad.  Nora developed many skills that she needed to be successful 

in Canada because she used to be dependent on her family: “now I can cook different recipes but 

back home I was depending on my family most of the time” (personal communication, February 

9, 2016).  Eman appreciated what she learned from her study abroad experience.  It not only 

benefited her academically, but she also developed skills that changed her personality in positive 

ways. She said that, “[I learned how] to be patient, to live alone, to depend just on myself, to 

work hard, to be on time which is very important for us [as Saudis]” (Eman, personal 

communication, February 24, 2016). These experiences helped them to feel accomplished in 

Canada and pulled them to remain here to study even though the faced feelings of being alone. 

The difficulties in learning a new language, adapting to a different culture, and meeting 

the requirements of the Saudi Cultural Bureau and the university in two years, were identified as 

factors that initially pushed the women to consider returning home once in Canada. However, 

overcoming these challenges gave the participants something to feel proud of, and so became 

factors that pulled the women to remain in Canada.  For example, Reema was embarrassed the 

first time she when to a grocery store in Canada, because of her English, when nobody could 

understand that she wanted to buy a lemon.  Although she was confident of her English because 

of her nursing background in Saudi Arabia, she felt that she needed to work more than she 

planned to in order to improve her pronunciation.  It is obvious that this experience did not push 

her back to Saudi Arabia, instead it pulled her to remain in Canada and to work harder and 
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overcome her problems.  Rana, as well, was determined to get acceptance to a specific 

university, so she worked hard to meet the university’s requirements.  Her application was 

refused many times, but she kept trying until she was accepted.  She was pulled to remain in 

Canada to do more and challenged herself to succeed.  Therefore, she was proud of herself 

because she believed that getting the acceptance was an indicator of success in itself. 

Being enrolled in a Canadian university, embedded in an entirely different education 

system than the Saudi one, allowed the participants to learn more about their fields of study.  The 

need to practice English and participate in university classes prompted them to interact with 

others, which changed their personality from being an introverted to an extraverted position.  The 

social norms that the participants learned in Canada had the biggest impact on their personalities.  

Sara identified that she used to be shy and someone who kept to herself.  When she worked 

through her undergraduate studies, because the number of students in classes were around 500 

students, so she did not get a chance to share her ideas in class.  When she started her graduate 

studies, the number of students was much smaller, but still she remained introverted because she 

was not sure that her answers or ideas were right.  However, after a while she became more 

confident and she felt that she needed to participate in class and let the professor and students 

decide if she was right or not: “[In my] grad study I had the experience to speak up and [express] 

whatever ideas I have.  That might sound stupid to me; I would just let it go and talk; I would 

network with other students” (Sara, personal communication, February 5, 2016). Rana, who first 

came to Canada as a housewife, was influenced by her husband’s studying experience to attend 

school in Canada.  She acknowledged that the Canadian education system encourages students to 

interact with others, to explore their ideas, and discuss their concerns, while the Saudi system 
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does not give students this opportunity. In this sense, there was a pull to engage in studies from 

the interests she found in the Canadian system.  

 In general, the participants indicated that they do not accept the current status of women 

in Saudi Arabia, which was a significant push factors encouraging them to study abroad.  Sara 

learned many things while studying abroad that changed her personality and her way of thinking; 

she believes that she should transfer what she learned in Canada to Saudi society.  She tried to 

apply one of the social norms that she learned in Canada when she went to Saudi Arabia for a 

vacation.  She realized it was strange in the Saudi context and that even her brothers were 

embarrassed.  However, she has the goal of making a change in Saudi society, even if it is a tiny 

change, so she was happy when only her family supported her. She shared the experience:   

The first year when I went back home, we went to Red Sea Mall [me] and  

my brothers … I finish[ed] my food and I was taking the tray to the garbage  

and my brothers were so embarrassed.  They were so embarrassed, and they  

were saying ‘people are looking at you.’  I said, ‘so what if they are looking  

at me?’ Maybe everyone will not except [this practice], but at least my family  

is accepting [it]. (Sara, personal communication, February 5, 2016). 

However, some of the participants did not feel that change can be made easily because of the 

male-dominated nature of Saudi society.  But, they believe there may be opportunities for change 

and they would not miss the opportunity of transforming what they have learned, but it needs 

time to see the results.  Asma discussed some of the social norms that she would like to see 

transferred to Saudi Arabia, for example, lining up in banks or grocery stores. She said that if 

Saudi society applied these norms, there would be more respect for each other and time could be 

saved.  It is not common practice in Saudi society is to ‘line up,’ although people do wait their 
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turn while waiting to be seen. Reema tried to line up when she went back to Saudi Arabia and 

nobody cared about her because it is not a common practice in Saudi society:   

It wasn’t easy. I was the only one standing in the line, [with] people on the other  

side. I just felt like I [was] alone [there]. No, [it] is very hard, you can’t do that  

in Saudi Arabia to make a line or ask people to be organized.  Nobody will listen  

to you. … I [knew] that [would] happen; I wasn’t disappointed, I knew it. They  

need time to do that. (Reema, personal communication, February 8, 2016). 

All of the participants appreciated the advantages that they gained while living in Canada and its 

impact on their personalities. These advantages became major pull factors that encouraged the 

participants in this study to continue their studies enthusiastically even when they found things 

difficult. 

‘It Was Difficult but Not Impossible’ 

 The second research question asked about the most challenging experiences that the 

participants faced as graduate students in the King Abdullah Scholarship Program in Canada. As 

made evident in the interviews, there is no doubt that the participants of this study faced many 

challenges and needed time and made efforts to overcome them.  The feeling of being alone as 

they sometimes felt isolated from their peers and away from their families was the hurdle that the 

participants talked the most about, which identifies it as a significant push factor for the students 

to go back home. As Li and Bray (2007) suggest, sometimes negative factors exist in the abroad 

location, and these factors may push a student to go back or quit their studies. The participants in 

this study explained that sometimes these feelings made them believe that they were not capable 

of continuing their program in Canada. Whenever they faced difficulties, such as learning 

difficulties, adapting to the Canadian culture, or studying long hours, they would remember that 
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they missed their families and they sometimes felt like they could not continue on without them. 

However, the desire to achieve their goals and to make a different in Saudi society are factors 

that brought them face-to-face with these challenges to overcome them.   

Gaining an acceptance offer to a Canadian university was one of the important factors 

that determined the participants’ experiences in the scholarship program.  According to the 

interviews, the university requirements were extremely difficult to meet, especially related to 

language proficiency.  For the participants, it was not only about continuing in the program, but 

it was about their image in Saudi society.  That is, if they failed in the program and went back to 

Saudi without a degree, they would prove the belief that Saudi women as only capable for being 

housewives, which was, obviously, contrary to their goals.  Therefore, they worked hard to meet 

the university’s requirements to get the acceptance which was an unforgettable moment for each 

of them in the study abroad experience. Once in Canada, the difficulty of the program pulled the 

women to keep working as they really wanted to succeed. 

Although the participants in this study met the university requirements and succeeded in 

their language proficiency tests, their English stood as an obstacle to delivering their ideas 

clearly. Limited English language skills among international students not only have an effect on 

them academically, but also it affected their relationship with others and interaction with the 

public (Mostafa, 2006).  Therefore, studying English for a maximum of two years under the 

Scholarship Program, for Saudis whose English is at a basic level, is not enough to be fully 

confident with one’s ability to succeed.  For example, a student who works on a paper or a 

project for days, only to find out that they did not understand what they were asked to do, would 

of course be shaken in their confidence to complete their studies and may think about giving up 
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all together. This was a factor that the participants suggested pushed them to go back home, but 

they worked to overcome it. 

Mostafa (2006) discussed the importance of social relations in a student’s experience 

while studying abroad.  Meeting others from different cultures and experiencing a different 

lifestyle was one of the push factors that encouraged the participants in this study to apply for the 

scholarship program.  However, according to Mostafa, it may also be considered a pull factor 

that prevents Arab Muslim students from deciding to study abroad because of the religious and 

cultural differences that they fear might impede them from succeeding. While in Canada, Rana 

felt lonely when she had only Chinese classmates because it was difficult for her to interact with 

them or to feel that they respected her as a classmate because she did not understand the Chinese 

language. In the interview she shared that, “actually at first, I was feeling that I [was] alone 

because there was no one [spoke] my language or [was] from my culture ... [and] I felt [it was] 

very hard to just join them” (Rana, personal communication, March 3, 2016).  This might 

become a push factor that results in a student who is already abroad to give up and go back 

home, especially for someone who does not have sufficient self-confidence. 

More recently, Carli and Eagly (2012) studied women’s ability to succeed in leadership 

positions and explored the reasons that might block them from achieving success.  The 

researchers found that there are some stereotypes that are known in societies that could work to 

prevent people from achieving success.  For example, in communities that are dominated by 

men, there is often a belief that women are not qualified enough to study some fields, such as 

science, technology, engineering, or medicine, and rather, women are qualified for certain 

positions such as nursing or teaching.  For the women in this study, they had strong 

determination to change this kind of stereotype completely.  For them, it was not only about 
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getting a degree and gaining employment; they have a dream that they hoped would become a 

reality; namely to prove to everyone who does not believe in Saudi women abilities that their 

beliefs are mistaken. Once in Canada, this determination pulled them to continue with their 

studies, but could also be a factor in the future to push them to return home to make a change in 

their own society. 

The push factors did not only arise from their experiences in Canada, though. There were  

pressures from Saudi society that affected the women when they were studying in Canada.  The 

participants talked about how, generally, Saudi men believe that Saudi women are not able to be 

independent, and that they cannot be more than teachers, nurses, or doctors.  Basaffar (2012) 

studied the changing role of Saudi women, from the that housewife to businesswoman and 

asserted that the Saudi society does not encourage women to work outside of the home because 

they believe that this is the men’s work, while women need only to focus on domestic 

responsibilities.  A decade ago, the Saudi government established the Scholarship Program 

which provides women with the opportunity to study abroad, which in turn contributes to 

changes in the Saudi community with regards to Saudi women’s responsibilities. Yet, the 

participants mentioned that some men do not support offering scholarships to women and so the 

participants felt even more importance in succeeding. Therefore, the participants were pushed by 

this belief to first go abroad to study and then to return home to Saudi Arabia once their studies 

were complete to change the situation surrounding women’s roles back home.  They believed 

that if they gave up and went back home without completing their studies, they would prove to 

the men what they believed about their weakness.  These Saudi women felt that they were in 

competition and they must win to achieve a broader goal for the Saudi community. 
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Importance of Preparing for the Experience  

 The third research question asked the participants about their recommendations to other 

women who will be participating in the program in future.  According to the interviews, the King 

Abdullah Scholarship Program misses a very important point about preparing applicants for the 

new life that they will live in another country. For example, the program does not provide 

applicants with university requirements, or their need to pass the IELTS or TOFEL tests, the 

proficiency tests that every university in Canada uses.  This is important information that the 

participants believe should be taken up by the program as a program responsibility.  

 Most of the participants admit that they wasted their time by attending general English 

school instead of academic programs.  Also, they regret their unwillingness to take the 

proficiency test earlier.  Some of them lived in a city for more than 10 months because getting a 

university acceptance was impossible for them because of the high requirements of the 

universities in that city.  Instead, they moved to another city and re-established themselves. 

Moreover, the lack of information about the laws, education systems, lifestyle, university 

requirements, and the weather in Canada caused problems for most of the participants because 

this was new information for them.    

 Application to the King Abdullah Scholarship Program requires female applicants to 

have a guardian with them for religious and cultural reasons in order to be accepted to the 

program.  The participants emphasized the importance of choosing the right guardianship.  For 

example, some participants needed to change their guardianship because of the guardians’ health 

situation or inability to adapt, which caused the participants some delay in their studies. 

Therefore, they recommend to other women who will be participating in the program to choose 

the guardian who would be most appropriate for the experience.  



78 

 

 

 

 

 Homesickness is a factor that almost every Saudi woman suffered from when studying 

abroad, according to the participants.  Therefore, they recommend others to be fully prepared for 

this because if the participants did not challenge themselves to overcome these feelings, they 

would have just given up and quit the program.  According to the interviews, feeling homesick 

can have a negative effect on academic achievements as well as personal wellbeing. 

Experiencing Ramadan or Eid in Canada without families was a challenge for the participants 

and they needed strength to overcome this.  Students need to remind themselves of the push 

factors and focus on their goals in order to help them with their feelings of homesickness and the 

challenges it causes. 

 Meeting Canadian university requirements was something that cost the participants a lot 

of time and effort.  According the interviews, the King Abdullah Scholarship Program should 

provide applicants with information about Canadian university requirements in advance to make 

them aware of the educational system in Canada.  The participants of this study felt that they 

wasted their time by looking for a university that suited their situations.  For example, they did 

not know that they could be accepted to a university through a pathway system that is provided 

by an ESL institution, instead of taking IELTS or TOFEL exams which caused them to waste up 

to one year of their scholarship program.  

 The education system in Canada was one of factors that the participants were interested 

in trying.  According to the interviewees, the approach to learning in the Canadian university 

system, one that the participants described as a critical thinking approach, enriched the 

participants’ knowledge about their own fields of study.  For example, studying in Saudi Arabia 

was based on memorization used for passing an exam, while in Canada learning was about 

practicing and discussing and being involved in the learning process.  The participants stated that 
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this approach helped them to better understand their fields.  For me, as a Saudi student who 

studied in Saudi Arabia, I was surprised when I learned that the participants adapted easily to the 

Canadian education system because I understand through my experiences that it is not easy to 

change one’s way of learning completely. While the participants used the term critical thinking, 

they did not go into elaborate detail as to what extent they were willing to be critical about their 

lives. Future studies could probe how Saudi students apply the “critical thinking” approach to 

challenge the assumptions and biases they have about their own society and their position in it, 

though this is beyond the scope of what this present study aimed to do. 

Recommendations for the Program   

 The King Abdullah Scholarship Programs needs to improve by adding some important 

components that will certainly support students.  The programs should include sessions for 

applicants to attend during the application process.  These sessions should provide information 

about the country that they will study in, such as the weather, the laws, the university 

requirements, the education system, cultural practices, and other information that students need 

to know about before leaving Saudi Arabia.  Adding this to the program would have more 

positive implications for applicants when they arrive in the new country.  Moreover, it would be 

helpful if the program recommended a number of specific universities for students to consider 

based on their field of study and the university’s requirements.  In this case, students would have 

an idea about which city they have to live in and where they should apply to, instead of trying to 

figure that out by themselves which would decrease time wasted in the scholarship.  In addition, 

the students’ supervisors in the Saudi Cultural Bureau in the in the countries where the 

scholarships are available should have a list of a number of choices for students who find 

themselves stuck or unable to do more; for example, telling them about the English language 
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institutions that offer a pathway system.  This would help students to save time, especially in big 

cities that are full of language institutes.  

 Applicants, as well, should educate themselves in a professional way instead of 

depending on others’ experiences.  Therefore, they should read and ask about everything, such as 

finding out about the weather, culture, laws, university requirements, the educational system, 

transportation, rent, and the availability of halal food before leaving Saudi Arabia.  Applicants 

should know that there are always other choices and they do not need to restrict themselves in 

one city or apply to only one university.  If applicants prepare themselves well, they should have 

an easier time preparing for and completing their degree in which they might be able to achieve 

their goals faster.  

 Canadian universities also have a responsibility.  Schools should work to introduce Saudi 

students to the Canadian system through cultural and academic programs which may help to 

smoothen the students’ integration to social and academic life in Canada.  For example, 

establishing courses or workshops to educate Saudi students about the Canadian education 

system would be of benefit.  These sessions could give students a brief idea about what is 

expected of them in the classrooms, such as the importance of participating and interacting with 

others.   

 If Canadian universities continue to find value in accepting Saudi students from abroad, 

these Canadian faculties need to be aware about the Saudi culture, traditions, and religious 

principles that guide Saudi women students’ actions. For example, for many Saudi women, their 

time abroad may be the first time for them to be in mixed gender classrooms. This might cause 

the women discomfort from working in groups or speaking out. Other religious issues might be 

seen in how some Saudi female may veil themselves or  need to go to pray during class time. 
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There may be many professors and instructors in Canada who have little knowledge about Saudi 

culture. Therefore, the Saudi Cultural Bureau should work with university instructors to inform 

them about these kind of issues. This may be done by designing booklets or preparing workshops 

that explain general things that Saudi female students may face in Canadian classrooms. Such 

collaboration may become even more essential as the interest in bringing Saudi students to 

Canada increases. 

Limitations of the Study 

 The limitations of this study include the handful of participants that were 

interviewed.  In order to fully explore this topic, it would be beneficial to expand the number of 

participants and include undergraduate students as well.  The study is also limited in terms of 

gender, age, and field of study of the participants.  The study would have benefited from 

including the women’s guardians in order find out more about this component of the study 

abroad experience, especially if they are just accompanying women without studying or working 

themselves.  Interviewing officials from the Saudi Cultural Bureau to discuss the issues that the 

participants identified would not only strengthen this study, but would also put to use the 

information that was collected during the research.  

 Given the earlier discussion about the difficulty for Saudi students to criticize 

government funded programs, it is reasonable to suggest that the participants in this study may 

have had more issues to discuss but felt unable to bring up these issues because they were afraid 

to talk about challenges. While the participants reflected that they believed in the importance of 

critical thinking in higher education, transferring this skill to look at one’s own position can be 

difficult and it’s possible that the students in this study would not have felt comfortable to do so 



82 

 

 

 

 

given the brevity of this particular study. That is, given that the study looked specifically at a 

scholarship program, the participants may have had some reservations in what they could share.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Further research is needed in order to fully understand the challenges that Saudi women 

in the scholarship program face, and the impacts of these challenges on the women’s personal 

and academic lives.  Research methods should also go beyond interviewing participants. For 

example, analyzing official documents about the scholarship program, and including some 

quantitative studies that map out statistical information about female students’ achievements and 

its impact on Saudi Arabia would strengthen future work.  Further research is needed to track 

Saudi women’s achievements in Saudi Arabia and whether they can really transfer their newly 

acquired skills and experiences to Saudi society. Moreover, comparative research about the 

experience of female international students from different countries or comparisons between 

Saudi male and Saudi female experiences while studying abroad should be considered for further 

studies.  

Conclusion 

This research study set out to explore the overall experiences that Saudi women face 

during their experiences studying abroad while participating in a scholarship program.  The study 

also sought to find out how the women facing these challenges deal with them.  To do so, a 

qualitative descriptive case study approach was used. I focused on guardianship issue and its 

positive and negative effects on the participants, their academic life experiences and academic 

achievements, as well as the challenges that the participants shared, such as learning English, 

meeting universities’ requirements, adapting to the Canadian culture. I used thematic coding to 

summarize the findings from interviews in a number of themes, drawing on the theoretical 
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framework that considered the push and pull factors that influenced the participants’ experiences, 

considering both the experiences in deciding to study and throughout their time in Canada.  I 

presented some of the participants’ suggestions for newcomers with the hopes of informing 

future policies and practices, such as choosing the right guardian and being well prepared for the 

study abroad experience. Finally, I recommended some points to be considered by the heads of 

the Saudi Scholarship program to better serve students. The implications for future research, 

such as meeting larger number of the participants and including their guardianships’ experiences 

were mentioned. The limitations of the study were presented in this chapter as well.  

To conclude, the King Abdullah Scholarship Program is the gate for each Saudi women 

to prove that she exists and deserves to be considered a successful student, daughter, wife, and 

mother. In this study, Saudi women stated that the journey of thousand miles always starts with a 

first step:  their success. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

 

 

 

Letter of Information  

 

Project Title: Saudi Women’s Experiences Studying at Canadian Universities through the King 

Abdullah Scholarship Program 

 

Document Title: Letter of Information and Consent – Student 

 

Principal Investigator: Dr. Melody Viczko, PhD, Faculty of Education 

                                       Western University 

  

Student Researcher: Noor Ahmed, Faculty of Education 

        Western University  

 

1. Invitation to Participate  

 

You are being invited to participate in this research study which attempts to explain how 

Saudi graduate female students deal with the challenges that they face during their studying 

experiences in Canada. You are invited because you are a female Saudi graduate student enrolled 

in a graduate program at a Canadian university and sponsored by King Abdullah Scholarship 

Program.  

 

2. Purpose of this Study 

This case study is designed to explore the challenges and difficulties Saudi women 

experience studying in Canadian universities. 

 

3. Length of Participation 

There is one interview in which you will be asked to participate.  It will take 

approximately one hour. 

 

4. Study Procedures 

If you agree to participate, you will be asked to respond to nine questions of an audio 

recorded semi-structured interview. Participants cannot take part in the study if they do not wish 

to be audio recorded. It is anticipated that the interview will take about 60 minutes. The tasks 

will be conducted at a time and place convenient to the participants. 

5. Possible Risks and Harms 

 There are no known or anticipated risks or discomforts associated with participating in 

this study. 

6. Possible Benefits 
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Although there may be no direct benefit to the participants, the research study would 

greatly benefit from their input as experienced students who travel abroad for higher education. 

 The experiences of participants in this study may give newcomer students from Saudi 

Arabia the opportunity to be prepared to overcome the difficulties that may face them, hence, 

maximize their chances of success in their studies. 

7. Participants' Right 

 If you decide to withdraw from the study, you have the right to request withdrawal of 

information collected about you. If you wish to have your information removed, please let the 

researcher know. 

8. Confidentiality 

The data set will be stored in a university drive. Electronic copies of the audio files and 

transcripts will be kept on the University's server, which is protected by password. The 

transcripts will only have pseudonyms. All research data will be destroyed in five years. 

Electronic data will be deleted from the server five years after the collection of the data, as per 

Western University’s policy. The audio recording will be destroyed after the transcript is made, 

and confirmed by the participants. After the data is used for completing the dissertation, the 

student researcher will print a copy of the transcripts for the PI to keep locked in cabinet in her 

office on campus. If the participant chooses to withdraw from this study, her data will be 

destroyed and removed from the server. Representatives of The University of Western Ontario 

Non-Medical Research Ethics Board may require access to the study-related records to monitor 

the conduct of the research. 

9. Compensation 

You will not be compensated for your participation in this research. 

10. Voluntary Participation 

Your participation in this study is voluntary. If you choose not to participate or refuse to 

answer any question or to withdraw from the study at any time, you can do so with no effect on 

your scholarship or studies.  

11. Contacts for Further Information 

Finally, if you require any further information regarding this research project or your 

participation in the study you may contact Dr. Melody Viczko or Noor Ahmed If you have any 

questions about your rights as a research participant or the conduct of this study, you may 

contact The Office of Research Ethics. 

 

This letter is yours to keep for future reference. 
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APPENDIX B 

Consent Form 

 

Project Title: SAUDI WOMEN’S EXPERIENCES STUDYING AT CANADIAN 

UNIVERSITIES THROUGH THE KING ABDULLAH SCHOLARSHIP PROGRAM 

 

 

Principal Investigator: Dr. Melody Viczko, PhD, Faculty of Education 

                                       Western University 

  

Student Researcher: Noor Ahmed, Faculty of Education 

        Western University  

 

 

 

 

I,   _____________________ have read the letter of information, have had the nature of the 

study explained to me and I agree to participate. All questions have been answered to my 

satisfaction. 

  

  

Signature of participant                                       Date _______________ 

  

  

  

Signature of researcher                                        Date________________ 
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APPENDIX C 

Guiding Interview Topics 

 1.   At the beginning, I would like to start by asking you some general questions: 

 -Are you single or married? Do you have children? 

 - Are you here with your family or just the guardian? 

 -What are you studying? 

 2.   Tell me about making the decision to accept this scholarship opportunity.  

 -What encouraged you? 

 -What sorts of things made you hesitant? 

 3.   There is no doubt that leaving family, friends, and home is something difficult. What 

 was this like for you? 

 4.   Tell me about the first time you remember feeling homesick? 

 5.   Describe a memorable day or experience you have had since you’ve been here?  

 -When was it? 

 -What was it about? 

 -What happened? 

 -Why it is memorable? 

 6.   What background preparation in English did you have before coming here? 

 -Did you have to study English here before entering your current program? 

 -How would you describe your first day in the English school in Canada that you        

 attended before university? 

 7.   Besides the goal of obtaining a degree, what do you aim to do with the experience of 

 studying abroad?  

 8.   What do you do to balance your personal, studying, and family duties? 

 9.   Imagine that one of your friends just got her acceptance for the scholarship program. 

 What advice would you give her? 
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APPENDIX E 

 

Curriculum Vitae 

 

Name:     Noor Ahmed  

Education:  

09/2014 – Present    M.Ed, Leadership Studies, University of Western Ontario 

     Supervisor: Dr. Melody Viczko 

05/2014- 08/2014   Continuing Education Course 

06/2012 – 04/2014   English as a Second Language  

05/2002- 05/2006   University of Dammam- Bachelor of Arts in Islamic  

     Studies 

 

HONOURS AND AWARDS  

 

09/2014     King Abdullah full scholarships for Higher    

     Education Studies  

 

06/2012    King Abdullah full scholarships for foreign    

     language studies 

 

09/2011     King Abdullah full scholarships for outstanding   

     student 

 

EXPERINCE 

 

09/2007 – 09-2009    High School Teacher in Kuwait 

 

VOLUNTEER EXPERINCE  

 

10/2012 – 04/2014   Administrative work and work assistance with student  

     applications 

 

07/2013 – 10/2013    Represented the ESL class and communicated with head  

     office at York University 

 

07/2013 – 09/2013    Led orientation group and welcomed all the new students to 

     Culture Works ESL 

 


