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ABSTRACT 

 
 

The number of Saudi women students who are joining overseas universities has been 

increasing. Many scholars attempt to examine their transition experiences; however, there 

remains limited research into the transition experience of Saudi women students, especially in 

Australia. 

Thereafter, based in Australia, third on top host destinations for international students, 

this study examines the transition of Saudi women students in South Australia. It examines 

three concerns: what push-pull factors informed the decision of Saudi women students to leave 

their home country in pursuit of education overseas and select Australia for their studies; how 

they describe their academic and socio-cultural experiences; and what supporting factors and 

acculturation strategies they have used to adapt to the Australian contexts. 

This study follows a qualitative research methodology and data were collected through 

semi-structured individual interviews with fourteen Saudi women students in South Australia. 

Drawing on the push-pull model of factors informing the decision of international students to 

leave their home country and study in an overseas country, this study identified nine push-pull 

factors of Saudi women students which informed   their   decision   to   study   in 

Australia. Moreover, taking into consideration the cultural dimensions theory, the study found 

that Saudi women students studying and living in Australia had different experiences that were 

perceived by some students to be challenging. These challenging experiences were found to be 

related in part to the differences of academic and socio-cultural settings that exist in the home 

context, Saudi Arabia, and the host context, Australia. Yet, identification and use of available 

supporting factors helped the participants to navigate the challenges occurring in the 

educational and socio-cultural settings and to adjust to the Australian context. The acculturation 

strategies model offered a lens to examine the participants’ choices of specific supporting 
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factors pertaining to their perception of maintaining original cultural values or adapting to 

Australian ones. Combining all three aspects, the study concluded with a model to illustrate the 

transition of Saudi women students in those three phases. 

The implications of the findings from examining the Saudi women students’ transition 

may assist Australian academic institutions, including universities and English language 

centres, in determining practices that may improve or enhance the student’s experience. This 

could also be useful to other international students who are attending Australian education 

facilities, and for prospective students who may be considering studying in the country. 

Additionally, the study is most valuable to researchers in the cross-cultural field, and 

stakeholders in international education, or, in the broader sense, individuals who develop an 

interest in understanding how Saudi women students representing a cohort of international 

students navigate the transition and adapt their behaviours in unfamiliar academic and socio- 

cultural contexts while studying and living temporarily in Western countries. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 

 

1.1 Background 

 
Since the last decade, it has been assumed that the internationalization of education will 

grow massively, and more international students will study abroad (Altbach & Knight, 2007; 

Caruana & Spurling, 2007; Li & Bray, 2007; Wells, 2014). Accordingly, international students 

are expected to face challenges associated with the perceived differences of learning and living 

systems among their home and host cultures that may involve changes of attitudes, approaches 

and perceptions (Foster, 2017; Hellstén, 2002; Wu et al., 2015; Young et al., 2013; Zhou et al., 

2008). The qualitative study reported in this thesis explores the transition of Saudi women 

students in Australia. It examines their push-pull factors, academic and socio-cultural 

experiences and supporting factors, and acculturation strategies. The study also considers the 

impact of religious and cultural values on their experiences. Coming from a country where 

Islam is heavily affecting all systems of life and is seen as a major part of the cultural identity 

(Al-nusair, 2000; Denman & Hilal, 2011; Nevo, 1998; Ochsenwald, 1981) to a Western 

country, where the culture and language are different, underlies the importance of 

understanding some religious and cultural values of Saudi women and how it may affect their 

experience while temporarily studying and living in South Australia. For the majority Saudi 

women, who have been raised in Saudi Arabia, their educational and socio-cultural lived 

experience is steeped in the Islamic teachings as interpreted by the State (further details on 

women’s educational and socio-cultural settings are discussed in Chapter 2). A brief discussion 

is now given on current literature gaps; the significance of this study and its contribution to 

knowledge (1.2); research questions (1.3); research methodology (1.4); and lastly, the thesis 

structure. 
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1.2 Gaps in literature, significance and contribution to knowledge 

 
There is a large amount of literature investigating and reporting the experiences of 

international students attending overseas universities covering a variety of aspects. Studies 

have examined: international students’ mobility (Nilemar & Brown, 2017; Richters & Teichler, 

2006; Wells, 2014); cultural shock (Zhou et al., 2008); intercultural issues and competence 

(Alhazmi & Nyland, 2010; Choi, 1997; Smith & Khawaja, 2011); security and rights (Forbes- 

Mewett & Nyland, 2008; Marginson, 2012); and homesickness and discrimination (Andrade, 

2006; Poyrazli & Lopez, 2007). Yet, most of these studies focused on international students 

coming from different ethnic groups and backgrounds.  

Reviewing the literature highlighted knowledge gaps that exist on the experience of 

the Saudi international students despite their growing number in many countries including 

Australia. There is a lack of research examining their motivations, challenges, needs, and 

unique experiences. More specifically, previous research has not focussed on Saudi women 

students attending their studies in South Australia. Therefore, the present study aims to 

respond to this gap in knowledge and investigate the experiences of Saudi women 

international students who live and study in the South Australia. Saudi women are expected to 

go through a different experience as international students due to their unique religious and 

cultural backgrounds. The reality of academic and social experiences of Saudi women in their 

home country differs from those of women of other nationalities. Further details on these 

accounts are presented in sections 2.3 and 2.4. 

The contribution of the current study is that it responds to the dearth of literature in two 

main aspects: (1) the limitation of literature on Saudi women as international students in 

Australia, and (2) the limitation of combined theoretical models to examine their overseas 

experience. In response to the first aspect, the limitation of studies on Saudi women could be 

attributed to three factors that restricted women from studying abroad. First, Saudi women have 

socio-culturally been hindered from studying abroad due to the socio-cultural practice that they 
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should be fully committed to their family and home just similar to other women in many 

Muslim countries (Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015). Second, the government 

overseas scholarships have only been available to women for the past 11 years through the 

King Abdullah Scholarship Program (KASP) and the employer’s scholarship programs. Third, 

Saudi women cannot travel overseas without a male guardian, so even a scholarship is   

available, a woman cannot receive it if her guardian is unable or unwilling to accompany her 

(Alanazy, 2013). For these reasons, not many Saudi women are able to attend their studies 

overseas which resulted in dearth of literature on their transitional experiences. 

In addition, most of the current research on Saudi women reports on their experiences 

in American universities (Alsabatin, 2015; Altamimi, 2014; Arafeh, 2017; Bar, 2017; Lefdahl- 

Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015; Razek & Coyner, 2013; Young & Clark, 2017). Only a 

limited number of studies were conducted on Saudi women attending Australian universities 

(Alghamdi, 2017; Alhazmi & Nyland, 2010; Alsahafi & Shin, 2017; Binsahl et al., 2015). Yet, 

no one study examines the push-pull factors of Saudi women informing their decision to study 

in Australia, nor are there any studies investigating their academic and socio-cultural 

experiences and strategies of acculturation in South Australia. Being aware of the Saudi 

women students experience and the challenges that they face would help the stakeholders in 

the host country, South Australian universities, campus leaders, and international students’ 

services increase their support and foster those students’ academic success and cultural 

experience. Such an understanding and support may lead to better academic, social, and 

cultural experiences not only for those students but also for other international women 

students. 

In response to the second aspect, the present study is also significant in that it 

considered three theoretical frameworks: (1) the push-pull factors model (Mazzarol & Soutar, 

2002), (2) cultural dimensions theory (Hofstede, 1983), and (3) acculturation strategies (Berry, 

1997). This offers a greater exploration of Saudi women students’ transition. 
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Examining the push-pull factors and academic and socio-cultural experiences of Saudi 

women students in South Australia informs academic authorities about offering appropriate 

support that would lead to more Saudi and other international students selecting Australia as a 

study destination. 

1.3 Research questions 

 
This study aims to examine the transition of Saudi women students in South Australia 

through answering the three questions: 

• RQ1: What push-pull factors informed the decision of Saudi women students to 

leave their country and select to study in Australia? 

• RQ2: How did Saudi women students describe the academic and socio-cultural 

experiences in South Australia? 

• RQ3: What supporting factors in the academic and socio-cultural contexts helped 

Saudi women students in their transition? 

These questions will help to identify and examine (1) push-pull factors, (2) academic and 

socio-cultural experiences and (3) used supporting factors and acculturation strategies. 

1.4 Research methodology 

 
Qualitative research formed the methodological approach of the current study. The 

study seeks to understand the transition of Saudi women students who have temporarily settled 

in South Australia to pursue their studies. For data collection, it utilized semi-structured 

interviews which allowed Saudi women to share their own stories about the transition from 

Saudi Arabia to study and live in Australia. Participants were selected as meeting criteria that 

they were all from Saudi Arabia and: (1) were aged 18 – 40, (2) were enrolled in a South 

Australian university or an English language centre, (3) were sponsored by the Saudi 

scholarship program or sponsored by an employer. Further discussions on the study procedures 

will be presented in Chapter 4. 
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Transition of Saudi women students in Australia 

 
 

Push-Pull factors (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002) 

• (1) to identify factors informing the decision to study abroad 
and selection of Australia as destination 

Cultural dimensions theory (Hofstede,1983) 

• (2) to describe the academic and socio-cultural expereinces 
within the Australian context being considered different from 
the original context 

Acculturation strategies theory (Berry, 1997) 

• (3) to identify supporting factors and explain acculturation 
strategies to overcome encountered difficulties 

 

1.5 Research theories 

 
This study explores the transition of Saudi women students in South Australia. 

Exploration of the participants’ transition is traced through three phases that begin with (1) 

push-pull factors informing the decision to study abroad and select Australia as the destination, 

(2) perceived academic and socio-cultural experiences of cross-culture unfamiliar situations 

and (3) supporting factors and acculturation to overcome encountered difficulties. Each phase 

is examined though a theoretical model. Figure 1 below demonstrates the transition of the 

study’s participants through the three phases based on the three theories.   

 

 

Figure 1. Demonstration of the transition of Saudi women students in South Australia in three phases
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The understanding of the transition has been drawn from the work of (1) Mazzarol and Soutar 

(2002) identifying push-pull factors that informed international students’ decision of foreign 

study; (2) the work of Hofstede (1983) arguing and categorizing cultural differences among 

nations; and (3) the work of Berry (1997) suggesting four strategies to help navigating the 

cultural values between home and host country. Chapter 3, the literature review, provides more 

discussion of these theories and Section 4.7 provides the methodology and methods justifying 

the use of each theory in the analysis stage. 

1.6 Thesis structure 

 
This thesis is organized in eight chapters. Chapter 1 overviews the study introduction, 

participants’ background, gaps in the literature, research significance and contribution, 

research questions, research methodology, research theories and thesis outlines. Chapter 2 

contextualizes and presents the background of research contexts in Saudi Arabia, the 

participants’ home country, and Australia, the participants’ host country. This 

contextualization is significant as it provides salient aspects that help explore relevant religious, 

academic and socio-cultural dimensions that can be linked to the experiences of Saudi 

women while temporarily attending universities and living in South Australia. Chapter 3 

reviews available and relevant literature concerning three main aspects of this study: 

internationalization of education and push-pull factors affecting international students’ 

decisions to study abroad, cross-cultural challenges of international students, and supporting 

factors and acculturation strategies that would help the settlement of international students in 

the host country. It also examines some literature on Saudis as international students. Chapter 

4 describes the qualitative methodology used in this research, participants’ recruitment, data 

collection, analysis method and applied theoretical models, ethical considerations and the 

researcher’s position. Findings and discussions are presented in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. Chapter 5 

presents the identified push-pull factors that informed the decision of Saudi women to leave 
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Saudi Arabia and select Australia as the host country. Chapter 6 presents the academic and 

socio-cultural experiences as described by participants during their studying and living 

journeys in South Australia. Chapter 7 presents the supporting factors and acculturation 

strategies in the academic and socio-cultural contexts. The last Chapter, 8, summarises the 

study’s procedure and concludes the findings, identifying the study implications, limitations 

and suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Research contexts 
 
 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 
This study investigates the transition of women who have travelled from Saudi Arabia 

to Australia as international students. Reviewing the home context in Saudi Arabia and the host 

context Australia are important to base an understand how the transition from one context to 

another might be a difficult experience for Saudi women. 

The chapter starts with a detailed account of the participants’ home context, Saudi 

Arabia, providing a cultural and historical description. Next, it moves to discuss the Saudi 

Arabian cultural values and how they differ from the Australian values and culture. Hofstede 

(1986) claims that the values of a group of individuals are greatly influenced by the culture of 

their own society. Building on this inspiring argument, studying the values and culture of 

specific research participants would enable the researcher to identify behaviours and attitudes 

of the participants. Thus, understand how their previous lived experiences would impact on 

their new experience. In this study, Saudi women are crossing cultures and attending Australian 

universities; thus, investigation of their transition adds to the literature of international Muslim 

and Arabic women students in a Western context. To achieve this, robust knowledge and 

understanding of specific students’ original and host contexts was deemed necessary to provide 

better environments for international students in their host countries (Seo & Koro-Ljungberg, 

2005). 

 

2.2 Overview of Saudi Arabian context 

 
Currently, the King of Saudi Arabia is King Salman bin Abdul Aziz who came to the 

throne in 2015. The son of the King is Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman. The Crown 

Prince is known nationally and globally as a revolutionary. His 2030 proposal introduced a 
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vision that aims to reform the economy and society of Saudi Arabia. This 2030 vision aims to 

move the country from heavily depending on a petroleum-based economy to a knowledge- 

based economy (Nurunnabi, 2017; Nuruzzaman, 2018; Saudi Arabian Vision, 2017). The 

country’s vision also aims to involve Saudi women in the development over coming years. His 

Royal Highness Prince Mohammed stated that in his opening statement: 

Our economy will provide opportunities for everyone - men and 

women…young and old - so they may contribute to the best of their 

abilities…Saudi women are yet another great asset. With over 50 percent of 

our university graduates being female, we will continue to develop their 

talents, invest in their productive capabilities and enable them to strengthen 

their future and contribute to the development of our society and economy 

(Saudi Arabian Vision, 2017, p. 7). 

 
 

Officially, the country is known as the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia or just Saudi Arabia. 

The latter will be referred to throughout the thesis. The country was established in 1932 when 

King Abdul Aziz Al Saud united Saudi Arabia regions (Al-bakr et al., 2017; Alhazmi & 

Nyland, 2015; Sendi, 2019). It is important to mention in this section that Saudi Arabia has no 

history of being a colonialized state and that its conservative, religious and political nature 

come from its own context (Sendi, 2019). 

The flag of Saudi Arabia has a statement which reflects the main pillars of Islamic faith 

as Allah is the only God and Mohammed is the only prophet, and it is written as there is no 

God but Allah, and Muhammad is the prophet of Allah, and a sword is placed beneath. This 

represents the political interwoven with Islam (further discussion in section 2.2.3). The Saudi 

national anthem was written by Ibrahim Khafaji in 1983 and it stands to represent the pride of 

the state as being a place where Islam is announced and has the honour to service all Muslims 

(Al shurafa, 2018; Saudi Gazette, 2017). The translation of the meanings of the Saudi national 

anthem by Al shurafa (2018) is as follows: 
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‘Onward toward the Glory and the Height’ 

Hasten the glory and supremacy! 

Glorify the creator of the heavens 

And raise the green, fluttering flag, 

Carrying the emblem of light! 

Repeat (the words): Allah is the greatest! 

O my country, my country, may you always live? 

The glory of all Muslims! 

Long live the King, 

For the flag and the country! 

 
 

What is interesting to highlight is that the Saudi Arabian national anthem combines 

elements that are not combined in the West or other nations, namely Islam, as the religion, and 

politics. Therefore, Saudi Arabia is considered to have a central religious position among other 

countries of the Arabic Gulf (Profanter, 2014) and this position has been rooted in the majority 

of its cultural and social practices. The way Islam was interpreted by the Wahhabism approach 

made the state look like ‘the society of men’ (Jamjoom & Kelly, 2013, p. 118). To describe 

that, authors pictured the society at the time and how it has changed: 

About 30 years ago, it was possible to describe Saudi Arabia as ‘the society 

of men’ because men monopolized professional work, as well as all kinds of 

political, economic and social authority. But now this image has started to 

change, and women are carrying out important roles across all of these 

spheres. There are female doctors, female university teachers and professors 

and female businesswomen. Today’s Saudi women work in scientific 

laboratories, in the press and other media and in factories (Jamjoom & Kelly, 

2013, p. 118). 
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2.2.1 Location and culture of Saudi Arabia 

Saudi Arabia sits between the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea of the Middle East. There 

are seven Arabic countries that share the border with Saudi Arabia: United Arab Emirates, 

Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Yemen, Jordan and Iraq. Thus, Saudi Arabia is in the centre of the 

Middle East and the surrounding Arab countries. There are five areas dividing the country into 

the North region, South region, East region, West region (including Makkah and Madinah 

where the two holy places are located), and the Central region where the capital city is located. 

The Central region is regarded as the first place of the state establishment. As the capital city 

is Riyadh, this region has the highest population bulk, and it is the most developed city in the 

country. 

2.2.2 Economic development of Saudi Arabia 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was poor prior to discovering oil. Oil was firstly 

discovered in early 1930s and since then the economic development of the country has started 

(Hamdan, 2005). In the early days the whole country and its people witnessed rapid and radical 

change (Hamdan, 2005; Le Renard, 2008). Saudi women, who used to help their families earn 

money, stayed home after oil discovery and production. Further, the new style became a 

cultural aspect that women should stay home and only men should maintain family needs and 

finances (Le Renard, 2008). Although at that time governmental plans were targeting economic 

and social development, women and their needs were ignored (Al-Khateeb, 1998). 

In recent years, according to Abouammoh and Smith (2013), Saudi Arabia supplied 

around 60% of the world's oil and that is expected to continue for unforeseeable time. Thus, oil 

production has changed the economic status of the country and has positively impacted other 

sectors. Nevertheless, as mentioned early in this chapter, the Saudi Arabian Vision (2017) is 

developing other strategies in order to decrease dependence on oil and integrate other sources 

to improve the country’s public and private sectors in long term plans. 
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2.2.3 Islam as the only religion 

In Arabic the translation of Islam means “submission or surrender” to the will of Allah, 

God, (Allen & Toorawa, 2011, p. 3). Islam has five pillars: (1) believing and accepting Allah 

as the only God, (2) praying five times a day facing Makkah, (3) almsgiving to the needy people 

annually, (4) fasting for the month of Ramadan, and lastly (5) pilgrimaging to Makkah once a 

lifetime at least. The following paragraph will present every pillar and how it is practiced, as 

detailed by Pharaon (2004). 

The first pillar is to accept and believe that there is no God but Allah and that 

Muhammad (Peace be upon him) is his messenger. The second pillar is to pray five times a day 

facing Makkah as the Qibla for all Muslim prayers. The third pillar is to give a small amount 

of the entire wealth to those who are in need annually. The fourth pillar is to fast for the month 

of Ramadan. Ramadan is the holy month, which represents the mark when Allah selected 

Muhammad as a messenger and provided Iyat (verses) that are compiled in the Quran. During 

this month Muslims stop eating, drinking or smoking from sunup to sundown. There are some 

exemptions for elderly people, children, people with a medical condition and pregnant women. 

This is because Islam is considerate of the health of all those who fast. At the end of this month, 

a celebration takes place on the first day of the next month. The celebration day is called Eid 

al-Fitr and all families gather to enjoy different cultural styles of food and festival activities 

and are encouraged to donate to charity and exchange gifts. The fifth pillar is the pilgrimage to 

Makkah which all practicing Muslims must do it at least once in their life if they are in good 

health and financially able to do so. The pilgrimage is performed in Thu Alhijjah which is the 

last month of the Islamic calendar. Pilgrimage or Hajj takes place over nine days and on the 

tenth day all Muslims, including those in Hajj, celebrate Eid al-Adha and sacrifice an animal 

in the name of Allah, and portions are divided among families, friends and the needy. 
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This explanation of the five pillars of Islam forms the basics to understand the core 

religious values of international students who are Muslims, including specifically the Saudi 

international students. For instance, the need to pray five times a day may academically affect 

their attendance in classes or examinations. It also informs how being away from the family 

during the Islamic event times like Ramadan, Eid al-Fitr, Hajj and Eid al-Adha may affect the 

Saudi students emotionally as they miss the cultural events which are connected to their 

religious and cultural identities. 

As mentioned earlier, Saudi Arabia is widely known as the birthplace of Islam. Islam 

was firstly introduced 1443 years ago in Makkah and Madinah, the largest Islamic cities, 

located in the western region of Saudi Arabia. Both cities have the largest holy mosques in the 

world, centres which all Muslims hope to visit. Makkah is the place where Islam started, and 

Madinah is the city where the prophet lived, and his body was buried after he passed away. 

Islam is an essential part of Saudi Arabian identity as it is the central consideration of all topics 

affecting major Saudi Arabian factors including political, socio-cultural and economic matters. 

Thus, the following sections will explain and discuss how it is reflected in the educational and 

socio-cultural formations of Saudis, and women specifically. 

 

2.3 Education for girls and women in Saudi Arabia 

 
This section discusses one of the thesis’ main concerns, which is the academic context 

in which participants of this research studied earlier in their home country of Saudi Arabia 

before journeying to study in Australian institutions. 

2.3.1 History of girls’ education 

Early in the 1920s, education in Saudi Arabia started as an informal schooling system 

allowing little ones to attend local groups that allowed learning the basics of Islamic 

knowledge. This following quote pictures what teaching involved at the time: “informal 

schooling took place for both boys and girls, the aim of which was to teach religious rituals. 
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The goal of education was to learn the Quran, the Hadith…to know how to pray and to follow 

the rules of behaviour of the Muslim community” (Hamdan, 2005, p. 47). At the time, boys 

were attending these groups in mosques, whereas girls were taught in their homes (Dakhiel, 

2017). For girls, families preferred to hire a notable woman within their particular community 

to educate girls on the Quran, language and household duties (Al Rawaf & Simmons, 1991; 

Hamdan, 2005), aligning this with state’s values during “the olden days” which stressed the 

role of women was within their homes only (Sabbagh, 1996, as cited in Alsuwaida, 2016; Baki, 

2004). 

A couple of years later, the country witnessed the development of education systems 

transitioning from informal to formal schooling. Dakhiel (2017) offers a well-developed 

discussion and description capturing the movement from traditionalism to modernization of 

education in Saudi Arabia. According to Dakhiel (2017), the Public Director of Knowledge 

Centre was established in Saudi Arabia in 1954 governing the implementation of official public 

education. During the establishment, gender equality for women was a rising objective of the 

United Nations, yet, the right for girls to be educated was not observed in Saudi Arabia, and 

education in formal schools was offered initially for boys only, and girls were prevented from 

attending (Alamri, 2011; Alsuwaida, 2016). Unfortunately, girls’ education was believed to 

corrupt their moralities rather than to advance their skills and knowledge (Dakhiel, 2017; 

Hamdan, 2005). Therefore, some families choose to teach their girls privately, and a few elite 

sent their daughters to study abroad (Dakhiel, 2017). 

Following the UN’s focus upon women’s rights, an encouraged movement in girls’ 

education within Saudi Arabia was started (Alsuwaida, 2016). Such a global focus upon 

women’s rights further supported the movement towards inclusion of girls in the formal 

education system, and this was advocated by middle-class, educated men in Saudi society as 

they demanded their wives to be educated (Al Rawaf & Simmons, 1991; Baki, 2004). As a 
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result, girls’ schools were formally opened, such as Dar al-Hanan in Jeddah in 1957 (Hamdan, 

2005). Although this was considered a progressive step in Saudi women’s rights, there was still 

a particularly strong focus on educating girls with the intention to prepare them for home and 

mothering duties, thus, equality was far from a reality (Al Rawaf & Simmons, 1991). A stated 

general aim of educating girls was “to bring her up in a proper Islamic way so as to perform 

her duty in life, be an ideal and successful housewife and a good mother, ready to do things 

which suit her nature as teaching, nursing, and medical treatment” (Alireza, 1987, as cited in 

Hamdan, 2005, p. 50). 

In the 1960s, the structure of education began to shift enormously, and girls were 

pouring into formal schools (Al‐Hariri, 1987; Al Rawaf & Simmons, 1991; Alsuwaida, 2016). 

The development of the “legitimate language” evoked conversation in relation to how a 

woman’s role could best be supported (Al‐Hariri, 1987; Al Rawaf & Simmons, 1991). It was 

identified that to be a good housewife, women need a broader plethora of skills than was being 

covered within the traditional system of the ‘ktateb’. Instead of only teaching the basics of 

religion with minimal language development, it was recognised that an understanding of 

society, medicine and finances were required in order for a woman to run the family and 

support her husband (Al Rawaf & Simmons, 1991; Hamdan, 2005). Hereafter, it is argued that 

although women of Saudi Arabia were finally allowed to attend formal schools after two 

decades of being marginalized (Alsuwaida, 2016), their status in the culture has not changed. 

Hamdan (2005) and Al-Rasheed (2020) doubted that education for Saudi women was able to 

change the patriarchal nature of the society at the time. 

Over the years following this, more and more schools were opened for girls (see Table 

1 below). This highlights that, gradually, opinions towards girls’ education were changing and 

opportunities were offered to girls just like their counterpart, boys. However, much opposition 

against girls’ education was seen from the fundamentalist, conservatives and traditionalist 
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members of society, and it was claimed that controlling girls’ education would maintain Islamic 

teachings via the approval of several conditions. Not only that, but these conservatives knew 

that they had power over political laws regarding girls’ education, therefore, they rejected the 

teaching of science, languages and art courses to girls, and instead recommended more 

religious subjects (Hamdan, 2005). These educational practical laws, such as isolating and 

supervising girls’ schools by two elder men at the gate as safeguards as well as limiting subject 

of study, were not thoughtfully appropriate as it hindered the progress of women to higher 

education (Baki, 2004; Hamdan, 2005; Syed et al., 2018). 

 
 

Table 1. Number of Formal Girls’ Schools in Saudi Arabia (Al Rawaf & Simmons, 1991) 
 

 
 

 

 

 
2.3.2 Higher education for women in Saudi Arabia 

As discussed above, education in Saudi Arabia was firstly only available for men, not 

women. The case is similar, when the history of higher education for Saudi women is traced. 

Saudi men were accessing higher education long before women were allowed to (Alamri, 2011; 
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Hamdan, 2005). The earlier public universities that did offer women access to study after high 

school were King Saud University which was established in 1957 in Riyadh, and King Abdel 

Aziz University established in 1967 in Jeddah (Abouammoh & Smith, 2013; Alamri, 2011; 

Hamdan, 2005). Although these two universities offered some programs for women, delivery 

teaching methods for women were different to those for men. Women, during the early years 

of the higher education movement, attended classes through a program that did not require 

women to leave their houses, except for final exams (Alhareth et al., 2015). This off-campus 

designed program was a great option for women at the time to start their degrees while 

accommodating their familial needs. The program perfectly suited the social and cultural norms 

that discouraged women from attaining a degree. Nevertheless, many Saudi women joined it. 

As more and more women joined higher education, the off-campus program seemed 

less effective and demands to allow women to attend courses on campus resulted in the 

establishment of segregated buildings designed for women only. In 1967, the King Abdul Aziz 

University was the first institution to offer women the chance to attend university on campus 

and study in person (Alhareth et al., 2015). The following year in 1968, the Imam Mohammad 

Bin Saud Islamic University became the second institution to allow women on campus 

(Jamjoom & Kelly, 2013). With a total number of only 30 women attending the King Abdul 

Aziz University in Jeddah, and only two women attending Imam Mohammad Bin Saud Islamic 

University in Riyadh, it is not a surprise that women were attending part-time because there 

were no available female lecturers (Jamjoom & Kelly, 2013). Therefore, the only available 

option was that women be taught by male lecturers through television screens. This method of 

teaching women used a closed-circuit television with one-way video and a two-way audio 

broadcast system (Alamri, 2011; Alhareth et al., 2015). For clarity, through television screens 

women are able to see their lecturer and his background boards, while he only could interact 
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with them via two-way audio for engagement and discussions (Alhareth et al., 2015). This 

method is still in use for courses that cannot be taught by a female lecturer for some reason. 

Later years witnessed an increased number of women enrolling in higher education 

which resulted in more universities opening their segregated campuses for women over twenty 

years of age (Alamri, 2011). In a recent report, Alhareth et al. (2015) identified twenty-six 

public universities located all over Saudi Arabia, and seven private ones, which offered 

education for both men and women. Today, it can be evidenced that Saudi Arabia has made 

gradual progress in advancing women’s education to be the same as is offered for men. Since 

public higher education is free of charge for all Saudis, an increased number of student 

enrolments has been recorded (Al-bakr et al., 2017; Alhareth et al., 2015; Dakhiel, 2017). The 

increased number made it necessary to develop a Ministry that establishes policies and governs 

raising needs in a way that aligned with the country’s values and contextual laws. Therefore, 

the Ministry of Education, and later the Ministry of Higher Education, was opened in 2004 to 

supervise men and women’s education at higher levels (Dakhiel, 2017). 

One of the greatest programs that the Ministry of Higher Education initiated was the 

study abroad program. One can assume that positive changes took place in the country because 

of the rapid development of education for women in considerably short period. It is true, 

positive changes have continued to strategically plan for further development through 

preparing the younger generation with proper knowledge of overseas destinations. This is when 

the King Abdullah Scholarship Program (KASP) was first introduced. Though most Saudi 

public and private universities at the time were offering a variety of subject courses, there was 

a need for other areas that are not offered in Saudi institutions (Taylor & Albasri, 2014). Not 

only that, but as the country of Saudi Arabia developed, it needed to catch up with other 

advanced countries and benefit Saudi international students with technological, industrial, and 
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educational resources (Denman & Hilal, 2011; Hilal et al., 2015). More details of the KASP 

are presented in the following section. 

Since King Abdullah Bin Abdul Aziz came to the crown, he has initiated many projects 

to further improve the country and specifically give women more public chances to improve 

their position in the society (Jamjoom & Kelly, 2013). Speaking about the academic 

improvements, King Abdullah announced the establishment of more public universities and 

colleges within the state, serving more Saudi women students (Alhareth et al., 2015; Hilal et 

al., 2015). In addition, King Abdullah launched the scholarship program with the approval for 

Saudi women to become international students, and successfully started the project with no 

conflicts within the members of society since the scholarship program prioritizes men over 

women (Alhareth et al., 2015). 

This government-supported program offered Saudi women an invaluable opportunity 

that cannot be wasted since it was also offered to all the family members of an applicant. The 

number of successful applicants who joined the program initially reached more than 6,000 

students, and based on the data of a recent report, that number has greatly increased to 130.000 

students (Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission in Australia, 2015). The program was initiated with 

a clear vision, mission and expected goals as shown in Figure 2 below. 
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Figure 2. Vision, mission, and goals of KASP (Ministry of Higher Education, 2014, as cited 

in (Hilal et al., 2015) 

 
 

The announced vision and mission are very well aligned with the country’s expectation of its 

younger generation to lead the role of advancing life upon returning from their overseas 

journeys. 

2.3.3 Implications of Saudi education systems on Saudi women in Australia 

In reflecting on the former presentation regarding educational backgrounds of Saudi 

women, it is evident that segregated education systems in Saudi would greatly impact on the 

transition of international students once they move to study in South Australia. The researcher 

assumes that Saudi women who attended South Australian institutions might encounter several 

challenges based on their previous studying experiences in the home country. 

The majority of Saudi women did their education at segregated schools where there was 

no contact with men at all, and then completed higher education with very limited experience, 

communicating with their lecturer only. Thus, it is assumed that this previous education 
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experience will be salient for Saudi women when attending mixed gendered classes abroad and 

they have to actively interact and communicate with male classmates and lecturers. 

Furthermore, when Saudi women attend South Australian universities, they experience a wide 

range of differences among the two educational systems in the home and host countries. For 

all of that, an assumption is made that when Saudi women students identify differences in the 

academic environment, they would face several academic challenges and, accordingly, they 

would have to find their own ways to acculturate themselves in the new system. 

 

2.4 Unique socio-cultural aspects of Saudi women 

 
A number of important unique factors, including male guardianship, gender roles and 

segregation, and hijab, makes the culture of Saudi Arabia, as well as the Saudi women, different 

from any other Islamic and Arab countries since the state is the birthplace of Islam. There are 

some connections between these factors and the next paragraphs will explain the impact of 

each of these on Saudi women’s lives. 

2.4.1 Male guardianship 

As the country represents an Islamic nation, women of Saudi Arabia are expected to be 

the mirror of an authentic Muslim woman who always obeys Islamic standards. The Qiwama, 

which is an Islamic teaching that asks men to care for their families and their financial needs, 

was interpreted in the Saudi Arabian context as a male guardianship system that was practically 

enforced on women. Two verses in the Quran were interpreted, understood and practiced 

without accounting for a woman’s perspective. The first verse states: “Men are the protectors 

and maintainers of women, as God has given some of them an advantage over others, and 

because they spend out of their wealth. The good women are obedient, guarding what God 

would have them guard” (The Holy Quran, Chapter 4:34). The second verse states: “They 

(women) have rights similar to those (of them) over them in kindness, and men are a degree 

above them” (The Holy Quran, Chapter 2:228). The interpretation of Qiwama mentioned in 
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the verses have empowered men to control women. Al‐Hariri (1987) offered a better 

interpretation from a feminist perspective. She clarified that men are higher than women in 

these verses because they should support women in economic needs, and argued that there are 

no implications that men can be in a natural superiority over women, nor there is any inherent 

inferiority of women (Al‐Hariri, 1987). This is one example of how misinterpretation of Islamic 

teachings placed Saudi women in an unequal position to men in the society, imposing and 

practicing the guardianship system. 

Qiwama was misinterpreted following the patriarchal understanding of Islamic teachings 

in Saudi society, offering men a higher position than women economically. The economic level 

of the country led to the expectation of men being responsible for the finance of the family, 

and restricted women from working and earning money equally as men. As discussed earlier 

in section 2.2.2, women used to work in farming during the old days to help their families. 

Later, when oil was discovered, women stayed at home as the economy developed and life 

advanced, which helped most families live in a stable level of medium to high wealth. As a 

consequence of this old background cultural practice, Saudi women were prevented from 

participating in careers other than teaching or nursing, thus the country is ranked 127 among 

136 countries according to the Gender Gap Index of 2013 (Al-bakr et al., 2017). 

The historical culture of women staying home and only men going to work has affected 

women of future generations not accessing a variety of careers available to men, and not being 

admitted to as many subject areas as men (Al-bakr et al., 2017; Baki, 2004; Elyas & Aljabri, 

2020). In this regard, Al Rawaf and Simmons (1991) captured the situation at the time as Saudi 

women “have had unique difficulties realising their educational aspirations in the face of 

widely held conservative coupled with the belief that a woman's natural place is in the home 

and aggravated number of restrictions placed upon women's education” (p. 294). Furthermore, 

women around the world had similar difficulties in accessing education to some extent, but 
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what makes it different in the Saudi context is that “conservative attitudes to the education of 

women arose not because of the influence of Islam per se but because traditions that grew up 

around it” (Al Rawaf & Simmons, 1991, p. 294). 

2.4.2 Gender roles and segregation 

A third aspect in Saudi Arabia is the gendered roles and segregation that was clearly 

observed within society systems. First, in the Saudi traditional society, the father is responsible 

for providing financial needs for family members, whereas the mother is considered the 

homemaker (Pharaon, 2004). Accordingly, women are not supposed to work or leave their 

houses, and are expected to stay home, raise the children and do household chores. Therefore, 

men of the family, such as fathers and grandfathers, have the highest authority to make 

decisions regarding any familial case (Al-Khateeb, 1998). This patriarchal system in Saudi 

Arabia gives power to men over women, and also maintains respect for elders (Long, 2005). 

In this context, extended families are the basic elements of the society with expected gendered 

roles through which men are considered to provide and protect, and women to be housewives. 

Hence, it is highly possible to claim that Saudi culture has dismissed women’s rights to be 

educated equally to men, particularly in the earlier years. Dominant culture and social norms 

during the earlier years of the country’s establishment has led to the majority of Saudi families 

prohibiting their daughters from receiving a proper education. AlMunajjed (1997) conducted 

ethnographic research at the time and noted that many Saudi families hold the belief that their 

girls should not leave their family’s home unless they get married. 

Later, when they were offered the right to attend formal schooling, girls’ education 

supervision at all levels was under the authority of the Department of Religious Guidance from 

its establishment in 1960 until 2002 (Hamdan, 2005). It was their responsibility to ensure that 

women’s education did not diverge from its original goal which was to prepare them to become 

mothers and wives and to employ them in limited jobs that are culturally acceptable, such as 
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teaching or nursing. Instead of leaving home to study or work, Saudi parents encouraged their 

girls to learn cooking, looking after their young brothers and sisters, and doing housework as 

directed by their mothers until they got married (Altorki, 1986). 

Another related aspect of the Saudi Arabian context is gender segregation. This practice 

within Saudi society encourages less communication across genders who have no familial 

relations, and limits social mobility (AlMunajjed, 1997; Le Renard, 2008). Moreover, with the 

obvious changes in the Kingdom after the oil investment, the fundamental rules of the society 

are still rigid (Le Renard, 2008; Pharaon, 2004). The system of the government is founded upon 

Article one of the Basic Law, which stipulates that the Quran provides the governing authority 

of the legal system within Saudi Arabia (Al-Rasheed, 2013). This highlights the tradition of 

Saudi Arabian political policy interpreting the Quran in a particularly fundamental and literal 

fashion (Mtango, 2004). The fundamentalism of Islamic law influences the prioritization of 

certain social factors that are not considered within Western political policies, such as 

segregation of gender toward the public morality (Rajkhan, 2014). Therefore, the practice of 

gender segregation is, to some extent, religiously stated and socially perceived within policy to 

enhance people’s morality. The practice, in reality, is seen through building separate places for 

males and females, including schools, hospital waiting areas, banks and government 

departments. Through that, women are limited in their communications with non-relative men 

except when it is necessary. In this case, most women’s opportunities to work are curtailed to 

be in all-women communities such as in teaching in universities, banks and hospitals. 

Consequently, Saudi women face several limitations hindering their advancements, and access 

to many areas that have no divided areas for them (Doumato, 2010, as cited in Al-bakr et al., 

2017). 

Although in recent years gender segregation is less practiced in public places such as 

restaurants and shopping centers, the educational and governmental places are still segregated 
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(Al-Rasheed, 2020). Furthermore, the government has started to reform the gender segregation 

practice in a way that maintains the sociocultural expectations and aligns with the world’s view. 

Alhazmi (2013) describes Saudi Arabian political reform following the terrorist attack in 2003 

regarding segregation practice which separated the Saudi society into opposing sides. The 

reforms were seen in the establishment of the King Abdullah University of Science and 

Technology (KAUST) in 2009 and of the KASP and altered the segregation practice in Saudi 

Arabia. Both initiatives mean less restriction on the practice because the KAUST campuses are 

designed with no separated buildings for males and females. In addition, the KASP gives Saudi 

women the opportunity to study abroad. The Saudi society’s position to these governmental 

actions reflected two opposing opinions: conservatives opposing it and liberals supporting it as 

they were debating on the issue of segregated gender-eased restrictions in the media (Meijer, 

2010). Conservatives who represent traditional religious scholars accused the liberalists of 

having intentions to westernize the society and believed that approval of the decision may be 

against the morality of the Saudi society as an Islamic one (Alhazmi, 2013). 

2.4.3 Hijab 

Another significant unique cultural aspect in social life of Saudi context is the hijab for 

women. Lamrabet (2019) states that in the beginning, wearing the hijab was derived from an 

Islamic law to distinguish the Prophet’s wives from other women, meaning that the wives are 

separated from other women in the community through this different style of covering up. 

Later, Muslims followed the same concepts of wearing a veil and being separated from men, 

but in different styles because the Quran directs women to wear it, but with no specific 

description of how it should be worn. 

Many Muslim women cover their entire body with a wide garment cloth known as 

abaya and either veil their faces entirely or show the eyes exceptionally (Slininger, 2014). They 

strongly believe that it is Allah’s request and that upholding this value will protect them against 
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men’s bad intentions (Ali, 2005; Sloan, 2011). In Saudi Arabia, the hijab becomes embodied 

within the religion and cultural practices (Tonnessen, 2020). However, some Saudi women 

may wear the hijab as it is expected of them only while being in the conservative Islamic 

country. Hence the hijab is a religious symbol to Muslim women in their daily practices and is 

a representation of cultural and self-identities (Slininger, 2014). In reality, some families adopt 

more conservative behaviours in defining the use of the veil and its style, as well as the 

boundaries of gender segregation, whereas other families may adopt more freedom in their 

practices of whether to put the hijab on or take some parts off. That being noted, there are three 

variations of dressing style that can be described with three different Arabic words: abaya with 

niqab, jilbab and hijab (El Guindi, 1999). All three dressing styles are worn by Arab or Muslim 

women depending on their choice and understanding of the Islamic teachings. Arab or Muslim 

women can choose to wear (1) abaya with niqab to cover the face and the entire body with a 

loose dress, (2) jilbab to cover the entire body without the face, (3) hijab to cover the head 

without the face and wear normal dress like blouses or jackets and pants or long skirts 

(DeCoursey, 2017; Slininger, 2014). 

2.4.4 Implications of socio-cultural aspects on Saudi women in Australia 

Reflecting on the three sub-sections above regarding three socio-cultural practices in 

Saudi Arabia led the researcher to assume that some challenges will be encountered by Saudi 

women students. According to the male guardianship system and the gendered role, they 

might have to continue depending on their male family member, either husbands or the 

accompanying relatives, in fulfilling any of their everyday needs. Also, because Saudi women 

will temporarily be living in South Australia, they might find it difficult to manage various 

roles of being a student as well as a sister or mother and wife. Additionally, with the hijab 

being worn by many Saudi women in their home context, continuation of wearing it in the 

Australian context might put them in a difficult situation due to the fact that they will be 

living with people from different religious backgrounds. 
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2.5 Overview of Australian context 

 
Australia is considered a culturally diverse country among other nations due to its 

population that is made up of many ethnicities and contains various social norms (Ang et al., 

2006). The beginning of Australia as a national country is dated to the British establishment in 

1788 by the Governor Arthur Phillip at Sydney Cove (Purdie, 2003). Since then, a lot of people 

migrated to Australia which makes the country culturally diverse (Casey, 2006). Furthermore, 

Australia is known by its original population who represent the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islanders people; hence, Australia is culturally unique in many aspects (Ang et al., 2006). 

Although Australia is a culturally diverse nation of migrants who come from around two 

hundred ethnic backgrounds (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2012), it is a Western 

and secular nation (Parker, 2011; Parker & Hoon, 2013). Secularisation refers to ‘the process 

by which sectors of society and culture are removed from the domination of religious 

institutions and symbols’ (Berger, 1970, p.107), and it has been a predominant feature of the 

Western societies and cultures since the First World War (Cusack, 2005). The separation of 

religious values from governmental and societal places and cultural practices implies and 

reflects the free and personal choices of the whole population to believe and practice a religion 

of their faith, with no influence from any authority or traditional expectations. 

Secular environments have created a society that accepts many religious faiths, practices 

and most significantly members. According to the latest Australian census data, there are many 

faiths practiced by community members. The percentage of Australia’s population who 

answered the question in the census 2021 reported their religion as Christianity (43.9%), Islam 

reported by (3.2%) Hinduism (2.7%), Buddhism (2.4%) and 38.9% reported they do not follow 

any religion (Australian Bureau Statistics, 2022). Thus, it can be argued that tolerance to all 

religious faiths and practices on the Australian lands is granted. The diversity of Australia is 

also observed in its language. English is the official language, yet approximately 200 languages 
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are commonly spoken in the country by Aborigines and immigrants (Department of Foreign 

Affairs and Trade, 2012). That mentioned, Australian education policy regards English as the 

mainstream language of education, despite other languages being taught in separate classes. 

2.5.1 International students in Australia 

Australia is a desirable destination for students who wish to do their studies overseas 

and is placed third in the world in terms of its intake of international students. Based on the 

most up to date statistics from the Australian Government’s Department of Education, as of 

June 2022, 527,259 international students were present in Australia, with the majority coming 

from China (27%), India (16%), Nepal (10%), Vietnam (4%) and Indonesia (3%) as the top 

five of source countries (Department of Education, 2022). 

Nevertheless, in the recent years Australia has become the study destination for a cohort 

from Saudi Arabia. In 2019, the records showed that more than 6000 Saudi students were 

enrolled in Australian universities (Department of Education Skills and Employment, 2019). 

This number of enrolments can be attributed to the opportunity being offered for Saudi citizens 

by the KASP, as well as by the employers encouraging eligible Saudis to study abroad. 

 

2.6 Conclusion of chapter 

 
This chapter discussed the differences between Saudi and Australian culture, focusing 

particularly on values and practices that affect women in both places. The chapter started with 

an overview of the history and economy of Saudi Arabia in order to understand Saudi women’s 

cultural and religious aspects that resulted in their position in society. It then discussed the way 

Islamic practices and other unique cultural and social aspects make the country different to 

other nations, and how these are affecting Saudi women. Following that, a brief overview of 

the Australian background was provided in order to offer an account of the host context that 

Saudi women move to as students. The following chapter reviews the literature and the 
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theoretical frameworks related to scope of the thesis and explains how it informs the 

understanding of Saudi women’s transition. 
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(2) Push-pull factors 

(1) Internationalization of education (3) Cross cultural challenges 

(4) Supporting factors and 
acculturation strategies 

Chapter 3: Literature review 
 
 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 
This third chapter discusses existing literature related to the thesis topic and is organized 

into four main sections. The first section introduces internationalization of education and its 

definition. The second section examines push-pull factors that influence the decision of 

international students to study abroad. The third section investigates and discusses various 

challenges faced by international students while living in a host country, followed by a specific 

reference to the Saudi international cohort. The fourth section examines acculturation strategies 

and adjustments adopted by international students whilst being away from their home country. 

Figure 3 shows the organizational structure of literature review sections. 

 

 
Figure 3. Structure of literature review 

 

 

Investigating Saudi women students’ transition is linked to three theories: the push-pull 

factors model of international students’ decision to study abroad (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002), 



31  

cultural dimension theory (Hofstede, 1983) and acculturation strategies theory (Berry, 1997). 

Section 4.7 in the methodology chapter will explain the use of each theory as an analysis guide 

for the data. 

 

3.2 Internationalization of education 

 
The first square in the provided organizational structure (Figure 3) refers to the 

internationalization of education which is strongly related to the context of international 

students generally, and Saudi women students specifically. The decision to leave their home 

country and attend education abroad is the beginning of a long journey where students are 

expected to face some difficulties and use some supporting factors to help them proceed 

through the transition experience. 

Internationalization and globalization are usually defined as a coined term (Altbach & 

Knight, 2007). However, globalization is more connected to global and economical trades. 

Further, McCabe (2001) has a similar view on the definition and the difference between 

globalization and internationalization. With regard to studying abroad programs, globalization 

is considered as the worldwide process that include sharing several aspects like the cultural, 

economic, and educational systems, whereas internationalization, in contrast, works on 

attracting cultures, economies, and education from other countries. For the purpose of this 

research, the thesis fits into the broader concept of the internationalization of education, arguing 

that it refers to the exchange of activities that occur between countries’ borders (Deresky & 

Christopher, 2015). There are some advantages that derive from internationalizing education. 

First, international students will benefit from learning about, and living in, new cultures as a 

result of settling in new environments and having first-hand experiences (Abukhattala, 2013).  

Second, the experience of studying abroad will increase the intercultural awareness of 

international students, thus, they would be prepared for diverse career opportunities and 

environments (Dalglish et al., 2011). As higher education has become a global experience,
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there has been an increasing movement over time for undergraduate and postgraduate 

candidates alike to seek higher education abroad rather than study in their domestic context 

(Montgomery, 2010). The reasons for this are complex and involve wide range of factors 

identified in the following section. 

 

3.3 Push-pull factors 

 
The second square in the provided organizational structure (Figure 3) refers to push- 

pull factors informing international students’ decisions. The increased number of international 

students attending international tertiary education makes it significant to identify factors that 

influenced their choices of overseas study. Different factors and motivators affect students’ 

decisions to study abroad, and some other factors pertain to students’ choice of a country and 

institution. 

 

Background of push-pull factor model 
 

Among the early studies which attempted to understand international students’ mobility 

is McMahon’s (1992) research. The researcher undertook a longitudinal study to examine the 

factors affecting the decision of international students coming from eighteen developing 

countries to study in the US during the time from the 1960s to the 1970s. The findings divided 

the factors into two categories. The first category named push factors representing the reasons 

found in the sending countries, including the country’s political condition, economic level and 

availability of higher education (Gatfield & Chen, 2006; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). In contrast, 

the second category named pull factors representing the host country and including political, 

economic and social factors, referring to the US in this initial model (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; 

Wilkins et al., 2012). 

By examining the model critically, scholars argued that the processes of decision 

making to study abroad, the choice of a host destination, and which specific university occur 



33  

in three sequential stages (Chen, 2007; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). In detail, the first stage 

starts when students decide to study abroad instead of studying in home country; the second 

stage takes place during the evaluation process of choosing a host destination; and the final 

stage is when students make the choice of a specific university in the host country. 

3.3.1 An overview of push-pull factors model 

Reviewing the historical development of the model shows that in an initial stage, 

Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) collected data over the period 1996 to 2000 from international 

students, from four countries Taiwan, India, China and Indonesia, who were studying at the 

time in Australian universities. The study’s significant findings suggested that several home- 

country reasons were found that influenced the students’ initial decisions to study abroad (push 

factors), whereas other factors operated as attractions for students to be pulled to Australia as 

the host country (pull factors). The factors model is shown in Figure 4 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Push-pull factors (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002) 
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The shown push-pull model illustrates the students’ processes of making the decision to study 

abroad across three aspects. Push factors of the student’s original country indicate a number of 

reasons that lead to the decision to leave the home country and apply for overseas study. 

Examples of push factors are: the value of a foreign qualification over a local qualification; 

and, the inability to gain access to a tertiary education locally or an unavailable course or 

program of study (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Therefore, as a student makes the decision to 

study abroad and begins to evaluate pull factors of a host country, those features of one country 

have more influence than those of other countries. Pull factors of a host country can be: 

knowledge of the host country, geographical proximity, recommendations of family or peers, 

and social links between the home and host countries (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Once a 

student has decided on the country of study, he/she begins to evaluate other pull factors related 

to a university choice. Factors include: recognition by employers and potential careers, 

university reputation and ranking quality of education, the variety of programs and relevant 

facilities, and graduation rates are identified to reflect positive and attractive reasons for a 

student’s preferred institution (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

Since this research intends to identify Saudi women’s push-pull factors for leaving their 

home country and studying in Australia (RQ1), it seems reasonable to review and examine the 

research conducted in the Australian context and other countries respectively to understand the 

push factors motivating international student to study abroad and the pull factors affecting the 

choice of a destination and an institution. 

3.3.2 Push factors of the home country 

Based on the review of available literature, several factors have been identified in 

relation to home country push factors that impact students’ decisions to study abroad: (1) 

constraints to access tertiary education, (2) the value of a foreign degree and international 

education, (3) the desire to acquire or improve English language skills, and (4) the desire for 
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sociocultural experience and personal development. Examining those factors suggests that the 

process of decision-making to study abroad can be influenced by different personal and 

external factors (Kotler & Fox, 1995). These factors are further discussed in next sub-sections. 

 

Constraints to access local tertiary education 
 

In many countries, access to tertiary education or courses can be constrained by some 

economic conditions which lead to various limitations in tertiary education sector. Thus, 

students’ needs to attend tertiary education becomes a factor that pushes students’ decisions to 

study abroad (Bodycott, 2009; Maringe & Carter, 2007; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; McMahon, 

1992). The quantitative research of Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) on male and female Chinese, 

Indian, Indonesian and Taiwanese students’ motivation to study in Australia acknowledged 

that making the decision to study abroad was derived from the inability to gain access to local 

universities or programs of their preference. Similarly, other scholars reported that students 

from Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia and Taiwan had an issue attending education locally due 

to the unavailability of subjects or the difficulties of admission requirements at local 

universities, and these led them to decide to study in a foreign country like the US, the UK or 

Australia where academic institutions have wider options to attract international students (Chen 

& Zimitat, 2006; Gatfield & Chen, 2006; Shanka et al., 2006). 

Students of other backgrounds expressed additional factors that led them to decide on 

overseas study. The qualitative study of Maringe and Carter (2007) on female and male African 

students’ factors for selecting UK universities confirmed that their home countries lacked the 

capacity to offer higher education due to adverse political and economic conditions. The 

authors found that African students were unable to apply at local universities due to the 

country’s unstable political situation, thus escaping the situation and applying to study in the 

UK seemed a more reasonable option for them. 
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Likewise, in a recent study by Hailat et al. (2021), it was identified that the poor 

systems of higher education in some Arab Gulf countries motivated male and female Arab 

students to study in the UK. The participants stated that universities of their home countries 

offered limited places for specific programs and those students could not secure them (Hailat 

et al., 2021). Therefore, they decided to apply to the UK universities where many universities 

offer similar courses. This claim was previously mentioned in the Saudi Arabian context where 

Alamri (2011) discussed the strengths and weaknesses regarding the Saudi higher education 

system. Despite the noticed development of higher education programs, there is still a lack of 

degrees covering a broad range of subject areas (Alamri, 2011). The issue of being unable to 

secure a place and attend education locally may motivate students to study overseas. As 

discussed in section 2.3, women’s education in Saudi Arabia is still developing where students 

face a number of challenges in terms of limited places and traditional teaching methods related 

to social and cultural context (Al-bakr et al., 2017; AlFassi, 2010; Hamdan, 2005). 

Accordingly, such a context may form a constraint to Saudi women who intend to study at 

higher levels and may push them to apply for an overseas scholarship. 

 

Value of foreign degree and international education 
 

The argument on unavailability or limitations of tertiary education in home countries is 

true to some extent when looking at the numbers of international students who selected to study 

at developed major host countries such as the US, the UK and Australia. These English- 

speaking nations are found to host more international students than other countries due to 

offering high standards in international education with good learning and teaching 

environments (Andrade, 2006, 2009). It is a common belief that overseas education provides 

better opportunities for international students and that their overseas degree may enable them 

to access greater life opportunities going forward. Based on mixed methods research, Binsardi 

and Ekwulugo (2003) investigated the perceptions of various male and female international 



37  

students in the UK. Although participating students were originating from developed and 

developing nations, the results reported that students perceived the UK’s system to offer quality 

of education and that the universities have a strong reputation competing against other 

institutions worldwide. Applying quantitative research methods, Shanka et al. (2006) affirmed 

that male and female Asian students from Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia chose to study in 

Australia because they perceived it to have superior quality education and learning resources. 

Mixed method studies conducted by Bodycott (2009) and Yang (2007) discussed the same 

viewpoint. Bodycott’s study involved 251 mainland Chinese students and 100 parents who 

reported two findings on the perceived value of international education in Australia. On the 

one hand, parents highly valued the international qualification suggesting that the overseas 

education would enhance their children’s future job opportunities. On the other hand, students 

expressed that their motivation for Australian education was linked to their expectation of 

accessing higher quality education (Bodycott, 2009). Further, Yang’s mixed method study on 

the same population identified the same findings. Mainland Chinese students perceived the 

Australian education system to be of equal world-class quality compared to other nations such 

as the US or the UK, and this view had influenced their choice of overseas destination (Yang, 

2007). 

Several qualitative studies also suggested that in some cases governments and 

employers encouraged overseas study as it was perceived to be a better quality which would 

help in developing the nation and workplaces once students are graduates and back in their 

homes. Relating this to the context of the current study, Hailat et al. (2021) stated that 21 Saudi 

men and women, among other nationalities, participated in the study and were sponsored by 

the Saudi government through a scholarship to attend an overseas education in a country of the 

student’s choice that met the scholarship’s standards (a detailed presentation of the Saudi 

scholarship programs is offered in section 2.3.3). Nevertheless, Alsulami (2016) interviewed 
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Saudi men who were attending universities in the state of Victoria in Australia, and reported 

that all of them were encouraged by their employers to study overseas. Likewise, Binsahl et al. 

(2019) indicated that Saudi women who participated in their study were required by their 

employers to attend one of the quality education universities abroad to attain their higher 

degree. 

Unlike parents who may consider funding their children’s overseas study in countries 

where migration options are higher (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002), the Saudi scholarship programs 

funding Saudi students have specific requirements for the selection of countries, programs and 

institutions that are mostly known for the quality of their education (Alsulami, 2016; Denman 

& Hilal, 2011; Taylor & Albasri, 2014). Hence, the decision to study abroad may have been 

greatly determined and influenced by the scholarship requirements, and not intentions for 

future migration. 

Hereafter, it is highly possible to raise an argument that push factors are not mainly 

perceived by the students themselves. In some cases, it is the parents’ choice, the government’s 

intention or the employer’s recognition of international qualifications that make students 

pushed to study abroad, as foreign degrees are believed to imply a quality of various aspects 

and skills. Therefore, international students can be pushed to study abroad by government and 

employers’ support, to bring more benefits for the nation as well as for the workplaces in a way 

that increases future economic wealth and improves quality of life. 

 

Desire to acquire or improve English language skills 
 

Another related push factor that inspires international students to attend overseas 

education is acquiring or improving their level of English as a foreign language. Sawir (2005) 

highlighted the role that English language plays within the internationalization of education, 

especially for non-English speakers. Further, Sawir et al. (2012) found that international 
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students from Asia and Southern Asian countries are more interested studying in native 

English-speaking countries to improve their English skills. 

As English becomes the lingua franca, increasing numbers of international students’ 

enrolments in countries like the US, the UK and Australia are evident, which implies students 

have a preference for acquiring English over the languages of other countries (Lasanowski, 

2011; Wilkins & Huisman, 2011). Chen and Zimitat (2006) applied the theory of planned 

behaviour to investigate Taiwanese students’ individual perceptions when deciding to attend 

higher education in the US or in Australia. Precisely, the study aimed to identify the 

relationship between a number of variables in predicting the selection of Australia or the US 

as the first choice destination for study. By examining 518 students and their influencing factors 

to study in Australia or the US, the authors concluded that among different factors the main 

goal of Taiwanese students was to improve their English proficiency and skills (Chen & 

Zimitat, 2006). This may greatly indicate an inner motivation of non-English international 

students’ toward improving English as a second language from native speakers. 

Regarding the context of the current study, the Saudi international students’ motivation 

toward learning English abroad could be linked to their previous education experience in their 

home country to some extent. Most Saudi international students have attended Saudi Arabian 

schools where all courses are delivered in Arabic language exclusively. English subject as a 

foreign language received limited efforts from teachers to teach it or from students to learn it 

due to the misconception regarding its negative impacts (Al-Saraj, 2014; Elyas & Picard, 2010; 

Mahboob & Elyas, 2014). However, in very recent years, the government of Saudi Arabia has 

taken rapid steps toward the teaching and learning of English, raising its importance in the 

current and future needs of the state (Mitchell & Alfuraih, 2017). Thus, more Saudi’s become 

aware of the significant impact of their English language skills on their future careers, 
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thereafter, determining the choice of host destinations can be linked to the aim of learning 

English. 

 

Desire for sociocultural experience and personal development 
 

Another factor that impacted students’ decisions to study abroad is the desire to engage 

in an international living experience which involves sociocultural understanding and personal 

development. Examining international students’ intentions when they crossed the borders of 

their countries and attended education in Australia, Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), it was found 

that students from Taiwan, India, Indonesia and China aimed to live in a different culture and 

to increase migration prospects. Moreover, Wu (2014) examined factors affecting mainland 

Chinese students to study in the UK. The researcher found that mainland Chinese students’ 

intentions to study at a British university was driven by their personal desires to live in an 

English-speaking environment, develop social and cultural awareness and improve personal 

skills. Another study conducted by Wintre et al. (2015) investigated sixty-four international 

students in the Canadian context. Findings similarly asserted that students desired to study in 

Canada as they expected its environment would help improve their personal skills. 

Interestingly, native English students similar to non-English students desire the experience of 

studying abroad. A qualitative study on a group of Canadian university students attending an 

Australian university found that participants aimed to experience living and studying in another 

English country (Barnick, 2006). The chance to experience a life of different country is seen 

as an investment to becoming globally competent. 

Nevertheless, not only do international students benefit from their overseas journey but 

the host countries also benefit culturally too. Weerakkody and Jerez (2018) discussed the 

impact that international students make when settling in a host country. In their discussion they 

perceived international students as an invaluable population who help enhance the cultural 

diversity in university campuses and among local students. Also, local students’ knowledge 
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and understanding of other cultures could be greatly enhanced when mixing with various 

groups of international students (Weerakkody & Jerez, 2018). 

Regarding the current research context, overseas study experience is greatly believed 

to improve social and cultural understanding of Saudi Arabian students. One goal of the Saudi 

scholarship program is to expand a wider understanding of foreign cultures where Saudi 

students select to study (Saudi Arabia Cultural Mission in the US, 2012, as cited in Taylor & 

Albasri, 2014). Brutt-Griffler et al. (2020) examined the intentions of Saudi Arabian male and 

female students of studying in the US, applying a mixed method approach. Findings of the 

research stated that there are two levels of factors that push Saudi students to study abroad. On 

an individual level, Saudi students intended to enhance their social and cultural capital aspects, 

whereas in a societal level they perceived the overseas study to contribute positively to their 

family, community and country. In that way, Saudi scholarship programs and sponsored Saudi 

students could extend a cultural exchange as well as deriving mutual benefits for both Saudi 

Arabia and the host countries of Saudi international students. 

3.3.3 Pull factors of the host country 

A number of reasons have been identified in the literature as pull factors influencing 

international students’ decisions regarding the host country including (1) knowledge about the 

culture and environment of the host country, (2) reputation of the host country’s tertiary 

education, (3) the availability of scholarships and cost matters, (4) political relations between 

the home and host country, (5) recommendations from those who have lived in host countries, 

(6) proximity, climate and lifestyle, and (7) visa admissions and immigration processing. 

 

Knowledge about the culture and environment of the host country 
 

Once international students made the decision to leave their home country and attend 

to their studies abroad, they started to seek information on possible options of host countries. 

Evidence from several studies showed that the students tended to choose a country they knew 
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better than other countries. Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) discussed the importance of having 

knowledge of a host country and its impact on students’ choices. International students’ 

knowledge about the host country can be developed through finding information on that 

country and assessing whether it meets their expectations and needs during study or after 

graduation. Hence the more international students know about a host destination, the greater 

the likelihood of choosing it. For some groups of students, they may be concerned with 

knowing about the country’s and the host people’s attitudes toward inclusion of international 

students on their land. 

Thereafter, the multicultural environment can be identified as a pull factor for 

international students’ destination choices related to their needs in the new country. Some 

studies revealed that the selection of the destination was based on the perceived knowledge of 

its multicultural values (Nachatar Singh et al., 2014; Trahar, 2014). To explain, these studies 

found that international students from multiple backgrounds selected Malaysia based on its 

stereotyped multicultural environments and suitability for various religious believers. 

Furthermore, the studies examined the perception of international students who selected to 

study in Malaysia, and the overall findings advocated that Malaysia attracts Muslim 

international students due to its Islamic communities (Nachatar Singh et al., 2014; Trahar, 

2014). 

Also, safety is another aspect for international students to consider when making the 

decision of which host destination. As international students decide to move from their home 

countries, they expect to live in a secure and safe society for the duration of their study. Some 

conducted studies supported this argument and found that international students’ safety was a 

significant pull factor for students choosing to study abroad (Binsardi & Ekwulugo, 2003; Chen 

& Zimitat, 2006; Maringe & Carter, 2007; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 
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In the context of the current study, Nyland et al. (2010) reviewed the literature on 

international students’ safety and potential risks in the US, the UK, New Zealand and Australia, 

and compared the way education authorities and governments protect their international 

students. The study reported that Australia was the least of the four countries to recognize that 

there was a large problem in keeping international students safe. Relatively, for the population 

of Saudi international students, Australia is perceived as the safest environment (Alhazmi, 

2013; Orth, 2015). Nonetheless, because international students will spend most of their time 

on the university campus, ensuring their personal safety is significant. This is especially true 

for Muslim women who may be easily recognised by their dressing style or hijab. The study of 

Binsahl (2018) identified that Saudi women were concerned with Australia’s and the 

Australians’ attitude and treatment of Muslims, and searched information about that before 

arriving in Australia. Binsahl linked this approach of Saudi women’s information seeking to 

the news about racist incidents in the US and the UK against Muslims that related to female 

head coverings (Binsahl, 2018). Thus, because the overseas journey can last for number of 

years requiring a longer stay in a foreign country, Saudi women may select a safe place for 

them as Muslim international students. 

 

Reputation of host country’s tertiary education 
 

International students may be pulled to a country according to the quality of its image 

in the higher education sector. Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) noted that international students 

tend to choose a host country they know and are aware of its academic services. To illustrate, 

the US is ranked number one for the majority of international students’ selections according to 

its offered education services (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Thus, when students are thinking of 

different countries, they select the one that will support their future study. Similarly, Maringe 

and Carter (2007) reported that African students decided to undertake their tertiary education 

in the UK due to its international educational quality which raises the recognition of 
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qualifications in the future. International students are more likely to choose the country where 

they can receive a quality education and receive a recognised qualification when returning to 

their home country. 

For Saudi students wanting to study overseas, they may choose from a list of selected 

and approved countries according to “the needs of ministries, and governmental organizations 

and private sector corporations. This selection aims to meet the demands of labour market in 

Saudi Arabia by creating a highly qualified and skilled workforce” (Saudi Arabian Cultural 

Mission in Australia, 2022a, para.3). Accordingly, they would likely select a country where 

education services are perceived to be of greater quality. 

One aspect of perceived quality education is the language of instruction. A main aim 

for many students may be to learn English, so they select an English-speaking destination. For 

the context of the current research, Denman and Hilal (2011) and Taylor and Albasri (2014) 

noted that English is the preferred language for Saudi students studying abroad. In addition, 

the list of destinations where Saudi students can study includes many countries where English 

is the main language such as the US, the UK, Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, and 

other destinations. 

Also, the reputation of the countries in terms of the quality of education and 

technological advancements can be another aspect linked to the perceived level of education in 

the selected host country (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Because international students come from 

different countries, it is claimed that they may target a country where a better education setting 

is perceived in order to advance their knowledge. Some studies conducted in different contexts 

(the UK, Canada and Ireland) found that the country’s profile in the education sector affected 

international students’ choices for that specific country. Wu (2014) examined mainland 

Chinese students in the UK, Wintre et al. (2015) examined multinational undergraduate 

students in Canada, and Farrelly and Murphy (2018) investigated various international students 
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in Ireland. All three studies agreed that the host countries, the UK, Canada and Ireland, were 

selected based on their good reputation for quality education, and innovative teaching and 

learning practices. The international students expected to experience better learning 

opportunities. Open libraries, equipped labs, entertainment hubs and recreational centres within 

a university campus are important to facilitate better learning for attending students (Bodycott, 

2009; Padlee et al., 2010). 

Related to the current study, Saudi international students were found to be attracted to 

applying for an Australian university based on its advanced learning facilities. Binsahl (2018) 

and Mayan (2019) found that Saudi students greatly developed their knowledge and benefitted 

from the advanced learning approaches that were not available in their previous education 

experiences in Saudi Arabia. Thus, Saudi international students may be pulled to select 

Australia as a host destination according to its reputation and use of technology for education 

purposes. Mayan (2019) investigated the factors that motivated Saudi students to study in 

Australia and found that the use of technology and demand for a new learning environment 

was mentioned frequently by participants. Saudi Arabian students often compared the 

Australian and Saudi Arabian educational systems to describe these new educational 

experiences. Further, Saudi students were keen to be engaged with advanced approaches to 

learning via the use of technologies in education (Mayan, 2019). 

Another aspect in the perceived level of education is admission to the university which 

can be a significant pull factor in the international student’s choice of country (Mazzarol & 

Soutar, 2002). A couple of studies have identified that students were not able to secure places 

in universities in their home country because of strict admission requirements, thus overseas 

universities may be perceived as having higher admission rates (Maringe & Carter, 2007; Yang, 

2007). In addition, for international students who are non-English speakers, an acceptable level 

of English is required to meet the overseas institutions entry requirements. Although the 
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required English level can be high, many universities offer range of options through partnering 

with English centres. Therefore, it can be argued that non-English international students may 

be pulled to a university if they are offered a packaged English course with their desired 

program. However, moving across two different education systems can be problematic to some 

extent, especially for English second language speakers. Detailed discussion of the academic 

challenges faced by Saudi international students resulting from moving across different 

education systems will be presented in section 3.4.4. 

 

Availability of scholarship and cost matters 
 

This factor can be a push factor if home countries are providing scholarships for 

qualified citizens, and a pull factor in the case of the host countries which attract students from 

foreign countries. The scholarship programs offered by host nations to support international 

students via partial or full financial assistance have been identified as a factor influencing 

student study destination choice (Mazzarol et al., 1996; McMahon, 1992). Available 

scholarships and funding, along with other cost matters such as low living expenses, are a few 

of the important factors that international students consider when making the decision to study 

abroad. 

Branco Oliveira and Soares (2016) found that students preferred to benefit from 

overseas universities that provide a scholarship opportunity. Thus, the cost matters in addition 

to day-to-day expenses and study fees are also relevant factors for international students to 

consider when deciding on a host country option. Research conducted in different contexts and 

on different backgrounds of students attending overseas universities reported that this factor 

has affected the students’ selections. This is evidenced in many studies as the cost matters of 

daily life needs, accommodation rent and study materials have a strong influence on 

international students’ decisions for their overseas host destination (Bodycott, 2009; Mazzarol 

et al., 1996; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Padlee et al., 2010; Wilkins & Huisman, 2011; Wu, 
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2014). In particular, Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) noted that students who participated in their 

study selected Australia as a host destination because they would find part-time jobs to cover 

their economic needs. Hence many international students tend to select a country where short- 

term jobs are available to off-set a higher cost of living (Maringe & Carter, 2007). 

For Saudi international students, the partner of the main scholarship’s recipient can be 

eligible to receive equal funds to study. Thus, the privilege of Saudi international students may 

be unique to other groups with regard to the available scholarships and other cost matters when 

making the decision on a host country destination. As presented in section 2.3.2, Saudi 

scholarship programs offer the recipients full financial cover toward all academic tuition and 

health needs for them and their accompanying families. Accordingly, most of Saudi 

international students are fully sponsored to attend international education overseas (Alhazmi 

& Nyland, 2010; Yakaboski et al., 2017) and the availability of a scholarship can be one reason 

to encourage partners of the main scholarship recipients to study while accompanying their 

spouses overseas. 

Nevertheless, although Saudi students are financially supported, some cost matters and 

life expenses cannot be avoided especially when bringing family and children. Thus, they still 

need to consider their financial abilities when thinking of a host country. Alsulami (2016) 

identified that cost of living was one of the factors that influenced Saudi male students selecting 

to study in Victoria, Australia. This reflects that as the gender role of Saudi Arabian culture 

requires men to be responsible for all family finances, when deciding to bring families 

overseas, they choose a study destination that can offer plenty of work opportunities too. 

 

Political relations between the home and host country 
 

Multiple studies mentioned that political relations influenced the destination choice of 

international students while thinking of their host destination (Binsardi & Ekwulugo, 2003; 
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Bodycott, 2009; Mzzarol & Soutar, 2002; Yang, 2007). Political environment has been 

identified as a pull factor influencing international students’ choice of country. 

In the context of the current study, political environment refers to the bilateral links between 

the home and host countries. According to The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 

(2022), Australia and Saudi Arabia enjoy a friendly relationship that is underpinned by 

industrial ties and shared membership in the G20. Further, the relationship is enhanced by 

welcoming Saudi citizens in Australia as international students, with Australia recording over 

6000 students in 2019. Thereafter, these positive relationships may attract more Saudi students 

to select Australia for their overseas education. 

 

Recommendations from those who have lived in host countries 
 

Word of mouth plays a significant role in international students' decision-making for 

the choice of the host destination (Engelke, 2008; Hall, 2013; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Phang, 

2013). In particular, the strength of social relations explained in reference to the presence of 

family, friends and community members within the host country can pull international students 

to that specific choice (Mzzarol & Soutar, 2002). To illustrate, once students decide to leave 

their home country and begin the journey of their studies overseas, they may think of selecting 

a place where they feel can feel at home. Thus, if a family member or peers and other 

community groups live in a country it may increase a student’s preference for this destination. 

Apparently, students from many countries find it attractive to select a country where 

the presence of same nationality is observed as it proves that the host nation is suitable. Indeed, 

once a host country has successfully attracted relatively large numbers of students from a 

particular source country, that will serve as an additional pull factor (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

Yakaboski et al. (2017) noted that the institution’s alumnus, including friends, family members, 

or faculty colleges, influenced twelve Saudi students to select a specific institution in the US 

for their graduate education. 
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This argument was paralleled by a couple of studies examining Saudi international 

students’ preference of Australia as a host country. Alsulami’s (2016) research investigated 

Saudi men students in Australia and found that they selected Australia based on the positive 

experiences of previous Saudi students. Likewise, the Binsahl, Chang and Bosua’s (2019) study 

aimed to identify Saudi women’s factors to choose Australia as a host destination. The findings 

noted that most of the women had a positive experience studying in Australia previously, which 

made some of them reapply to attend further studies in Australia. 

 

Proximity, climate and lifestyle 
 

According to Mazzarol, Kemp and Savery (1996) the proximity of a country is a 

common factor that may impact on students’ choices of study destination. A number of scholars 

have argued that the geographic distance between the host country and a student's home country 

appears to be an important influence on many international students. For example, a study 

conducted on mainland Chinese students mentioned that the UK’s location affected their 

decision when selecting it as a study destination (Wu, 2014). Wintre et al. (2015) found that 

the location of Canada is an influencing factor for international students in choosing to study 

there. Likewise, many Asian students selected to study in Malaysia, considering its location 

and distance to their home countries. To explain, Ahmad and Buchanan (2016) and Nachatar 

Singh et al. (2014) claimed that a short travel distance between home and study destination was 

a strong factor to be considered while making the decision of the host country. 

Relatively, the choice of the host country can be correlated with its climate and lifestyle. 

Mazzarol et al. (1996) are of the view that international students may select specific cities 

according to their weather conditions and perceived lifestyle. Because Australia is known for 

a warm and moderate climate (Mazzarol et al., 1996), many students from Southeast Asia 

prefer to study in Australia over the UK or Canada, because the climate is similar to what it is 

in their home countries. This supports the view that the climate is also of importance to 
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international students as some may avoid countries that are known for extreme cold climate 

conditions, for example, Canada or the UK. 

Saudi international students coming from a hot climate country may prefer or avoid 

studying in an extreme cold climate, depending on their personal preferences. A couple of 

scholars reported that Saudi international students paid specific consideration to climate 

condition before coming to Australia (Alsulami, 2016; Orth, 2015). 

Also, the lifestyle of the country was a factor in international students’ consideration of 

choosing a city, but it has not been cited in the literature as significantly impacting their choice. 

As a result, some students may express their desire to live in a busy city that offers multiple 

activities for the community which they might find interesting to join while being away from 

their own family and friends. Or, on the contrary, some students may dislike living in that kind 

of city, preferring to live in a small city to ensure they pay more attention to their studies. 

For the context of the current study, Australia is described to feature an easy relaxed 

lifestyle which is an attractive factor and used as a promotional tool in international education 

marketing (Crean, 1994 as cited in Mazzarol et al., 1996). Indeed, Binsahl (2018) and Mayan 

(2019) noted Saudi international students’ interest in Australia’s open lifestyle when compared 

to their home country. Some elements of Australia’s lifestyle include its natural features and 

advanced life systems making it a preferred destination among other countries for Saudi 

international students (Binsahl et al., 2019; Orth, 2015). 

 

Admission, visa and immigration processing 
 

Another related significant factor attributing to the host country are admissions and visa 

processes. Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) argued that obtaining a visa is a possible factor 

influencing international student study destination choice. Further, a host country’s visa 

processing can be linked to other visa matters such as flexibility in terms of work limits and 

the migration process. Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) reported that international students are 
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interested in applying for study in a country that has a flexible visa processing and migration 

opportunities. 

For the context of the current research, it is found that the Australian government raised 

the assessment level of Saudi Arabian student visas to level 1 (Bowen, 2011) to support more 

international Saudi students in their choice to study in Australia. Level 1 visas are the highest 

level (in terms of ease) that can be granted for international students who are on scholarships 

in Australia. This means Saudi prospective students can choose to lodge their applications for 

Australian student visas online (The Australian Embassy in Saudi Arabia, 2011). Furthermore, 

being a sponsored Saudi student demonstrates there is no intention to migrate after graduation. 

Saudi students know their stay overseas is temporary. Unlike other international students who 

may be motivated to study abroad with the intention of getting permanent residency, Saudi 

women students are well aware of their scholarship terms and conditions, as well as the time 

constraints within which they must complete their studies (Binsahl, 2018; Shepherd & Rane, 

2012). Therefore, residency visa processes may not be considered as a pull factor for Saudi 

international students when making decision regarding destination country. 

3.3.4 Summary of push-pull factors influencing international students’ decisions to 

study abroad 

The above section reviewed available literature and discussed previous studies on 

popular push-pull factors which inform the decision of international students to study abroad. 

Further, the push-pull factors influencing international students’ decisions were found to be 

multifaceted and unlikely to be counted. There can be hidden reasons affecting the decision of 

international students to study abroad and their decision to select a specific destination among 

other options. Within the aforementioned section, relevant factors were categorized in two 

main aspects. On the one hand, push factors related to the home country of the students, and 

their personal motivations and perspectives toward international education overseas, and, on 

the other hand, pull factors related to the host country’s educational, social and other 
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environmental aspects. However, very limited literature was found to examine push-pull 

factors of Saudi women students in Australia or in any other context. Hence, the insights 

generated from the literature review emphasize a need to investigate push-pull factors of Saudi 

women to pursue education in Australia. A lack of empirical studies in this research field in 

the Australian context supports one of the objectives of the present study: exploring the push- 

pull factors of Saudi women in the Australian context. In addition, it was noticed that most of 

the research conducted to identify the relevant factors in terms of students employed 

quantitative approaches. Thus, the current study adopts the qualitative approach to examine 

factors for Saudi women that affected their decision to leave Saudi Arabia and choose to study 

in Australia. 

 

3.4 Cross-cultural challenges 

 
The third square in the provided organizational structure (Figure 3) refers to cross- 

cultural challenges during their cross-cultural contact experience. The cultural dimensions 

theory is helpful to identify international students’ challenges during their studies in another 

country. Prior to discussing the experience of international students while crossing from their 

original culture to another one, it is important to define culture in this context of the thesis. A 

number of scholars over the past decades have offered various differing definitions explaining 

‘culture’ (Blumenthal, 1940). According to Tylor (1871, p. 4), “culture is that complex whole 

which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, customs, and other capabilities and habits 

acquired by man as a member of society”. Similarly, Bashkow (2004) expressed that culture 

refers to a collection of identified values, social traditions, beliefs, and practices that enable the 

classification of a specific group of people. Moreover, Hofstede (2011, p.3) stated that culture 

is “the collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or 

category of people from others”. 
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Thus, from the three definitions it is highlighted that the term culture refers to the 

agreement of one group of people regarding their shared values, beliefs and behaviours and 

their spread through generations, which then mark groups differently from others. When 

applying this to the experience of international students who move from their culture to a new 

one for studying purposes, it is possible to anticipate that they would go through difficulties 

given the unfamiliarity with the new cultural context where education and living environments 

are different to the home country. Sometimes these unfamiliar experiences may affect 

international students’ appropriate adjustment and acculturation to the settings of the host 

country. Therefore, it is important to understand the challenges students encounter in their host 

destination. One perspective is that international students find vast differences between their 

home and host cultures, and this is supported through reference to the popular theory of cultural 

dimensions proposed by Hofstede (1983). 

The theory of cultural dimensions has been widely used to explain differences among 

nations providing a comparison and contrast of specific values, thus demonstrating relevance 

to the current study. In the following sections, the theory of cultural dimensions is discussed 

and considered a base line for understanding how differences among Saudi Arabian and 

Australian cultures may impact on the experience of Saudi women students in terms of their 

academic and socio-cultural contexts while they study and live in Australia. Then, cross- 

cultural challenges of international students, and of Saudi international students specifically, 

are examined. 

3.4.1 An overview of cultural dimensions theory 

A widely used and well-known theory to identify cultural values of countries is the 

cultural dimensions model (Hofstede, 1983). It was developed from primary data collected 

from almost 116,000 attitudinal surveys of workers within IBM subsidiaries in sixty-six 
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countries. The collection phase was undertaken twice: firstly, from 1967 to 1969, and secondly 

from 1971 to 1973. 

As identified by Hofstede (2011), the six dimensions are: (1) power distance, (2) 

individualism versus collectivism, (3) masculinity versus femininity, (4) uncertainty 

avoidance, (5) long-term versus short-term orientation, and (6) indulgence versus restraint. The 

following explains each dimension and presents the results of Saudi Arabia’s and Australia’s 

scores. 

3.4.2 Application of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions model on Saudi Arabian and 

Australian contexts 

Looking at the estimated countries’ scores, based on Hofstede’s index table, this section 

will compare the main contexts of this research - Saudi Arabia and Australia. The comparison 

is significantly relevant to understanding the differences or similarities across cultures which 

can influence the transition of Saudi women students studying and living in Australia. Saudi 

Arabia is strikingly different when compared to a Western country, such as Australia. The 

religion, language, systems, culture, traditional norms and the daily routines are distinctly 

opposite in the two contexts. In Saudi Arabia, communications and behaviours are greatly 

influenced by the Islamic and Arabic cultural values which are rooted and aligned with the 

values of a collective society emphasizing the family and community social order (Kim & 

Omizo, 2005). In Australia, where the culture represents individualistic values (Hofstede, 

2001) members are less concerned with group needs and rather look after their immediate 

family and place great value on personal responsibility (Bassett, 2004; Darwish & Huber, 

2003). Thus, individuals are encouraged to be self-centred and act independently to achieve 

their personal individual goals. 

In order to clearly represent and understand the differences between Saudi Arabian 

culture and Australian culture, it is helpful to refer to Hofstede’s cultural dimension model. 

Figure 5 below presents cultural value differences between Saudi Arabia and Australia. 
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Figure 5. Comparison of Australia’s and Saudi Arabia’s scores on six cultural dimensions 

(Hofstede, 2017) 

 

 
Power distance dimension 

 

The first dimension of the model is power distance. It represents the power division 

within organisations, and how people with respect to different societies respond to distributions 

of power. Hofstede (1983) explains that when a culture scores higher in the power distance 

value it means the system there is centralized. Furthermore, higher power distance means 

higher hierarchical level and unequal power division and decisions are made by people in 

power. 

Saudi Arabia scored highly in this dimension, meaning power distance is practiced. 

According to Samovar et al. (2004), in such a society individuals do not enjoy the same level 

of authority. Thereafter, leaders at various positions and organisations such as governmental 

places and public services usually have higher authority and others are usually dependent on 

them. 
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In contrast, Australia scored low in this dimension with 38. According to Hofstede 

(2017), people in Australia live in a low power distance, believe in the limitation of power 

among them and encourage the equal power distribution. For example, leaders in such cultures 

are likely to be equally powered as others and share similar status (Samovar et al., 2004). The 

following quote on power distance dimension within the educational settings summarises and 

compares the power of teachers in large and small power cultural contexts and its effect on the 

students. 

 
 

In large power distance societies, the educational process is teacher centred. The teacher 

initiates all communication, outlines the path of learning students should follow, and is 

never publicly criticized or contradicted. In large power distance societies, the emphasis 

is on the personal “wisdom” of the teacher, while in small power distance societies the 

emphasis is on impersonal “truth” that can be obtained by any competent person 

Calloway-Thomas et al. (1999 as cited in Samovar et al., 2004, p.205). 

 
In the framework of this study, the understanding of Saudi women students regarding the power 

distance might have an influence on their academic experience when they attend their classes 

in the Australian context. Their previously lived experience of power distance at home, schools 

and workplaces may influence the interaction and communication with their lecturers at the 

Australian university, where low power distance is practiced. Having to change the way of 

perceiving and communicating with lecturers who are considered in higher power position can 

be overwhelming for Saudi women. Thus, as an assumption, the Saudi women might find it 

challenging to engage actively in their classroom activities and to meet the expectation in 

Australian academic settings. 

 

Individualism versus collectivism dimension based on the four categories model 
 

The second cultural dimension is individualism versus collectivism. It assesses the 

loyalty of individuals to their specific groups. Individualistic culture means the people have 
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higher interpersonal relations, lesser tied relations, and have personal autonomy (Hofstede, 

2001). Various aspects such as personal success and individual decision making are highly 

associated with this individualistic culture. Australia scores highly in this dimension. 

Accordingly, in the Australian culture, members are concerned with individual responsibility, 

looking after immediate family, placing greater value on individual privacy and have less 

concern for group interests or needs (Bassett, 2004). 

Saudi Arabia scores lower in this dimension and therefore it is a collectivistic culture, 

referring to a strong degree of social unity among members of any group with shared 

similarities (Hofstede, 1983). The typical stereotype of Saudi Arabians is that they greatly 

respect their family tribe and its relatives of the nuclear and extended members. In addition, 

Saudi Arabians are viewed to pay a great attention to their traditional norms, identity and social 

expectations (AlMunajjed, 1997). Further, connectedness among members in the Saudi 

Arabian culture is tight and usually interwoven with lifelong relations such as blood, religion, 

location and history. Furthermore, people are more interested in friendships that exist within 

their own groups, considering other relations outside their boundaries as factors that might 

cause risks or threat. Therefore, connection with the same group who share the same values is 

considered safer and more trustworthy (Triandis, 1989). Aspects such as task cooperation and 

group agreement are significant features of a collectivistic culture. Also, this cultural context 

encourages its members to follow their group rules and maintain good relations with other 

members (Hofstede, 2017). In other words, the group’s needs are an important consideration 

as well as those of members (Aaker & Maheswaran, 1997; Bassett, 2004). 

In the framework of this study, the individualism versus collectivism dimension might 

affect Saudi females’ preferences and achievement of sociocultural and academic aspects. First, 

on the one hand, as mentioned in the previous subsection of Chapter 2, gender roles are strict 

in Saudi Arabia and women are expected to be raising children and making every effort to 
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provide for all needs. On the other hand, the decision to live and study abroad might lead Saudi 

women feeling guilty leaving their parents back home and bringing their children to a new 

context to prioritize their personal development and academic achievement. When Saudi 

women are attending Australian institutions, they are expected to fully engage with the 

academic requirements which might mean long hours of studying and less time to look after 

the family’s needs. Second, as the Saudi females were born and raised in a collectivist culture 

environment that is embedded in them, this might inadvertently lead them to find it challenging 

to engage in class projects and group-work in a cooperative context given that they might have 

to work with foreign males and/or females of different nationalities who may have different 

expectations of group commitments. Australian academic institutions require them to be 

involved in classes and prepare for assessments individually or with groups, and that is different 

from what exists in the Saudi education system (this is further explained in following sub- 

sections). 

Understanding and acknowledging the cultural background of Saudi women students 

may help to interpret the way they behave and respond in response to their experiences in 

academic Australian institutions and within the Australian community and society. 

Furthermore, it might help to identify and explain the strategies they apply to adopt the new 

living and studying context in Australia, providing the embedded characteristics of collectivist 

values from their personalities. Nonetheless, collectivistic values may help Saudi females to 

perceive friendship relations as an acculturation and adjustment strategy, helping feel safe and 

connected with their original cultural context while sharing the same experience of living and 

studying in a different country. 

 

Masculinity versus femininity dimension based on the four categories model 
 

The third dimension in Hofstede’s model is masculinity versus femininity. It refers to 

gender roles distributed within the organisations of the culture from a societal perspective and 



59  

not from the personal one. Saudi Arabia scores 43, which implies the feminine culture, whereas 

Australia scores 61 meaning it is a masculine culture. A number of values are observed in the 

masculine culture, for example, competition, career advancement assertion and ambition 

(Hofstede, 1983). Furthermore, Hofstede (2011) asserts that masculine cultures are easily 

accepting of changes and employing new ways to achieve more outcomes. 

Linking this to the current thesis, Saudi Arabian culture has a fixed role for each gender, 

and the expectation that women should be maintaining the household and caring for the family 

needs whereas men undertake all the duties outside home and care for the financial needs 

(AlMunajjed, 1997). However, this expectation has changed over the last three decades, and 

women have been participating with men in various areas, challenging the stereotyped gender 

roles but in a way that ensures the alignment with the Islamic and socio-cultural expectations. 

For instance, during 2010 women were given more priority than men and exclusively gained 

admission to the Faculty of Art and Design at Princess Noura Bint Abdelrahman University 

(Al-Senan et al., 2018). Also, from the aspect of employment, Adham (2012) mentioned that 

Saudi women hold different positions in society, including being doctors, deans of women 

universities and colleges, administrators of banks and this helps respond to women’s needs as 

they occur. Furthermore, from a political aspect, Princess Reema bint Bandar Al Saud was 

appointed in 2019 as an ambassador to the United States (The Embassy of the Kingdom of 

Saudi Arabia in Washington, 2019). The princess is the first Saudi woman to hold this position 

and it is considered as a signal that women of Saudi Arabia can fulfil ministerial tasks (Jamjoom 

& Mills, 2022). 

With respect to all these changes in the Saudi Arabian system regarding women leaving 

their homes and joining men to participate in society, the assigned and expected gender 

practices represent different realities when compared to Australia. This implies that culture has 

a strong influence on each context and that cannot be the same across two countries. 
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Describing that from an Australian reality is different. Australia is a context where the 

government and its cultural values encourage and promote the practices of gender equality, and 

grant independence for all women and men from an early age (Sex Discrimination Act No 4., 

Australian Government, 1984). Thereafter, these observed and practiced gender equality values 

may not be perceived as acceptable by Saudi women and their accompanying men. 

Of relevance to this study, masculinity and femininity might be problematic for Saudi 

women students in Australia with their immediate accompanying families, particularly 

considering the differences of meaning and practices reported above in the two cultures. In 

detail, advancement of women’s positions and competition with others, especially foreign men, 

might be challenging from a Saudi Arabian male’s perspective. As they perceive themselves 

responsible for providing all familial financial needs (AlMunajjed, 1997), they might not 

expect themselves to stay home while their women are out for long hours in pursuit of their 

academic tasks. 

 

Uncertainty avoidance dimension based on the four categories model 
 

The uncertainty avoidance refers to the degree of discomfort experienced in a new 

situation (Hofstede, 1986). Saudi Arabia has a higher score on this dimension meaning that 

Saudi Arabian individuals perceive uncertain and unstructured events as involving risks and 

unexpected consequences. Typically, they would much prefer to have clear instructions and 

detailed guidance in order to be able to accomplish any task. They believe that following 

structured rules and detailed directions would lead to feeling safer in new situation. 

In comparison, in Australia, where the score of uncertainty avoidance is low, individuals 

are less resistant to adapting new innovations and prefer to have fewer rules (Hofstede, 2001). 

They might be less interested in following detailed instruction and more open to take new 

directions. 
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Of relevance to this study, it is expected that Saudi women students might feel concerned 

about the new experiences they go through, due to their cultural values which can change their 

intention to study abroad. Specifically, the new experience for Saudi women means that it is 

guaranteed nothing will be as expected, and they will experience a variety of differences among 

social and academic systems which they need to adopt while living in the host country for some 

time. The adoption of the new or different system typically would involve going through 

challenges arising at the time with no absolute solution that can be applied to all cases. 

Therefore, resistance to facing challenges, searching for and applying available solutions can 

be a stressful situation that Saudi women undertake as a part of their transitional and 

acculturation experiences. 

 

Long-term versus short-term orientation dimension 
 

The fifth dimension is long-term versus short-term orientation. The dimension defines 

how an individual society maintains its links with the past while dealing with present or future 

challenges (Hofstede, 2001, 2011). Scoring high in this dimension suggests that the society has 

a long-term orientation and that people’s activities are directed towards the future. Moreover, 

members of long-term society are eager to sacrifice immediate situations in order to achieve 

future rewards (Hofstede, 2011). On the opposite side, scoring low in this dimension indicates 

a short-term orientation society where people are concentrated on the values of the present and 

the past. Short-term orientation context is referred to as the normative society and people of 

such society are usually concerned with maintaining their own steadiness, fulfilling their 

personal obligations and protecting their social norms and cultural traditions (Hofstede, 2011). 

Scores on this dimension for Saudi Arabia and Australia showed that they reflect normative 

cultures’ values since Saudi Arabia scores 36 and Australia scores 21 as shown in Figure 5 

(Hofstede, 2017). 
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Relating this to the framework of the current study, as Saudi Arabian women come 

from a normative culture, they may pay further attention to the value of attending tertiary 

education and living in the Australian society. Therefore, Saudi women, similar to most 

international students, might expect to achieve the positive results of developing their academic 

knowledge and improving intellectual skills as a result of selecting to live and study in Australia 

(Krishnan & Vrcelj, 2009). For instance, Saudi women may value the experience of attending 

tertiary education in Australia as a positive development through practicing different learning 

approaches and tasks such as independent learning or working with males. But, referring to 

their short-term orientation culture, which at the same time guides them to respect their own 

Islamic and Saudi traditions, Saudi women students may face challenges of adapting and 

adjusting themselves to the Australian academic culture. 

 

Indulgence versus restraint dimension 
 

The sixth dimension of Hofstede’s (2011) theory categorizing cultural values is 

indulgence versus restraint, and it explains how a culture controls and allows its people the 

opportunity to speak, relax and enjoy. Once a country scores high on this dimension, it is an 

indulgence, whereas if a country had a low score, it is a restraint. As presented in Figure 5, 

Australia scores 71 on this dimension, which is considered a high score in contrast to the Saudi 

Arabian’s score of 52. 

Relating this dimension to the context of the present study, if an educational context is 

developed to promote a relaxing learning environment, implying indulgence values like a full 

opportunity to speak up and share or discuss ideas, it may pose some challenges for students 

who come from a restrained culture. For instance, for Saudi women transitioning in Australia, 

it can be challenging for them to be involved in the Australian academic context because they 

used to attend in a different educational context in Saudi Arabia where social, cultural, and 

pedagogical barriers are observed (Khan, 2011). From a socio-cultural aspect, although 
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Australia is considered an indulgence country where people have more freedom to act 

(Hofstede, 2017) and it is known as a multicultural nation, it is similar to other countries where 

racial abuse and discrimination could happen to international students (Gomes, 2015; Nyland 

et al., 2009). Saudi women may have higher expectations about their safety and security in 

Australia and it is possible that Saudi women, being Arab and Muslim, may face racism or 

discrimination in their daily activities in/out the academic environment (Poynting & Noble, 

2004). 

3.4.3 Cross-cultural challenges encountered by international students 

This following section will review the available literature identifying several cross- 

cultural challenges encountered by international students while being abroad, followed by a 

review of empirical studies on Saudi women students. Discussed challenges are grouped into 

main categories including academic, socio-cultural, and emotional aspects. 

 

Academic challenges 
 

Academic challenges refer to the language-related issues or barriers regarding the 

academic environments where international students spend a lot of time aiming to succeed. 

Scholars affirmed that leaving home and transitioning to tertiary education level is an important 

but difficult stage of one’s life, especially for those who decide to study abroad (Hellstén, 2002; 

Mesidor & Sly, 2016). Hellstén (2002) explains that when students shift between familiar and 

unfamiliar learning environments, the concept of transition is best referred to especially when 

international students come to a new and foreign country where a lot of uncertainty and 

disorientation is faced. Thus, at this transitional stage, academic issues cannot be prevented 

and are encountered by local and international students, yet international students are found to 

experience more difficulties than local students. For local students, difficulties of academic 

context can be managed as they usually are familiar with the language, practices and context. 

However, international students’ difficulty adjusting to the new academic context is due to the 
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unfamiliarity of academic requirements of the host country. Taking into consideration that 

international students have had a different learning experience in their home country, their 

views and responses to the level of academic expectations, skills, classroom dynamics, the 

instructor’s role, course structure, assessments and learning styles may result in them finding 

it daunting and challenging to meet a satisfactory level (Eland & Thomas, 2013; Ramsay et al., 

1999; Sawir et al., 2012; Smith & Khawaja, 2011; Stoynoff, 1997). 

The first academic challenge that faces most international students relates to English 

language proficiency. In English speaking countries like the US, the UK and Australia, a higher 

level of English language competence is required, and this can result in barriers for 

international students to succeed in their chosen programme. This argument is supported by 

the view of Andrade (2009) arguing that non-English speaking international students are 

challenged by the academic language of the American context. Sherry et al. (2010) further 

claim that regardless of degree subject or degree level, unfamiliarity with the language of 

instruction may push students to unintentionally avoid interaction in the classrooms and avoid 

engaging with people of the host society. One interesting study puts forward this argument and 

reports the personal experience of an international student in Canada. Liu (2011), a graduate- 

level student, shared her own journey of studying in Canada and indicated that lacking English 

proficiency became a barrier for her to successfully participate in classes and interact with 

instructors and classmates. In addition, lacking English proficiency affected her participation 

in host community even in personal daily practices like getting on the correct bus, shopping at 

the appropriate grocery or asking for help. 

Also, Sawir et al. (2012) suggested that most studies on international students’ 

challenges highlight problems in coping with English language skills with most problems 

noticed in listening, speaking, inadequate vocabulary, and academic writing areas (Sawir et al., 

2012). English second language speakers mostly reported their challenges of acquiring the 
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required level of English academic skills. It seems that the level of English proficiency would 

either improve or hinder international students’ academic achievement. International students 

with lower English proficiency may not be able to express their knowledge and meet the 

academic expectations within class activities and their degree assessments. Nevertheless, lower 

English language proficiency may lead international students to feel negatively about, or lack 

confidence in, themselves in academic environments. Baek and Damarin (2008) discussed the 

impact of language proficiency on international students’ academic performance. Using a 

qualitative design, seven Korean women who were studying in the US, and identified 

themselves as non-English speakers, were interviewed multiple times over a seven-month 

period. Baek and Damarin (2008) reported that most participants found it challenging to 

communicate their knowledge in English as a second language. Accordingly, the Korean 

women students identified English language as their biggest concern in participating in class 

discussion. Hence, feeling unable to express their knowledge contributed to their disconnection 

from class activities and positive academic participation. The academic experience of these 

Korean women international students may be similar to other cohorts of international students. 

Saudi women students with low English proficiency levels may encounter the same language 

difficulties that may cause some issues like learning anxiety and depression, hindering 

academic achievement and adjustment in the new environment after all. 

Another academic challenge for international students pertains to the learning and 

teaching environment. Taking into consideration that most international students leave their 

home country for the first time to study abroad supports the assumption that they would face 

many academic problems adjusting to the new educational system that is very different from 

their education systems and practices in their home country. Thus, international students are 

expected to encounter some difficulties related to differences in teaching and learning styles, 
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different expectations about teachers’ and students’ roles, as well as engagement and 

participation in classrooms. 

Moreover, within classrooms where students and teachers from multicultural 

backgrounds work together, there is an assumption of mismatched learning and teaching styles 

and expectations. For example, Biggs (2001 as cited in Hellstén, 2002) reviewed extensive 

research and identified that there are misleading beliefs about international students’ 

difficulties based on stereotyped about students’ cultures. Such misleading beliefs influenced 

teachers’ expectations of the students’ engagement in the ‘western’ style of learning, classroom 

dynamics and cultures. One important and identified issue is the notion related to the 

transferring of Asian-background students from passive to active learning styles. In addition, 

Carroll and Ryan (2007) suggested that teachers of international students also encounter 

difficulties while working with students of different backgrounds in trying to meet the 

academic standards of the institutions as well as responding to the students’ needs. To illustrate, 

the teaching practices in Asian and Middle Eastern countries represent a teacher-centred 

approach in which students are not taking active roles, but rather are passive learners listening, 

taking notes and expecting the teacher to be knowledgeable than they are. This leads 

international students coming from such practices to rely heavily on their teachers or to work 

much harder to adjust to the new practices. Wong (2004) conducted a study examining the 

teaching and learning styles of Asian international students in South Australia. Participants of 

this study were asked about their views of differences in their previous and current learning 

experiences. Interestingly, Asian international students were clear about understanding the 

differences between their previous and current learning and teaching experiences, 

acknowledging their discomfort once they realised that they should depend on themselves to 

learn, and not on their teachers to spoon-feed them as before. Yet, the Asian international 

students were found to adjust positively with new learning and teaching practices that used a 
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student-centred approach leading them to develop ways to learn, participate in classroom tasks, 

practice critical thinking, raise questions and express their own thoughts (Wong, 2004). 

However, when linking this with the current thesis, Saudi women students coming from a 

traditional learning environment of a teacher-centred approach (Abouammoh & Smith, 2013) 

might experience great difficulty adjusting to the new learning and teaching styles of the 

Australian academic context. 

Thirdly, teacher-student relationships can be identified as an academic challenge in the 

literature of international students. In some studies, scholars claim that the differences in the 

power distance between home and host cultures can affect international students’ interactions 

in the classrooms and their engagement with their teachers. For instance, Hofstede (1986) 

argued that when students and teachers come from different backgrounds, cultural differences 

of learning and teaching would be seen. He stated: 

Teacher and student are an archetypal role pair in virtually any society. When teacher 

and student come from different cultures, such as in the context of economic development 

programmes, many perplexities can arise. These can be due to different social positions 

of teachers and students in the two societies, to differences in the relevance of the 

curriculum for the two societies, to differences in profiles of cognitive abilities between 

the populations of the two societies, or to differences in expected teacher/student and 

student/student interaction (Hofstede, 1986, p.301). 

 
In addition, one study conducted by Rienties and Tempelaar (2013) in the Netherlands 

involved 1375 Dutch and international students from 69 nationalities. The study was designed 

based on the main components of Hofstede’s (1986) cultural dimensions model which included 

individualism, masculinity, power distance and uncertainty avoidance. Rienties and Tempelaar 

(2013) found that power and distance greatly affected the students from Asian backgrounds 

resulting in lower academic performance compared to students from backgrounds that have 

lower power distance. 
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The work of Wong (2004) and Wu et al. (2015) can exemplify a better understanding 

about international students coming from high power distance cultures studying in a low power 

distance culture. The scholars found that international students who originate from Asian and 

Middle Eastern cultures faced academic barriers interacting with their teachers due to cultural 

differences and expectations from teachers. For example, Wong’s study examined Asian 

international students in South Australia. One of the key findings reported was that participants 

initially were unable to develop a close rapport with their lecturer, but when they reached out 

to them it turned out to be helpful. Once students voiced their needs, lecturers were able to 

provide needed support and respond better to raised needs (Wong, 2004). In the other study, 

Wu et al. (2015) involved students from China, Taiwan, South Korea, Japan, Saudi Arabia, and 

Mexico and the findings were similar to Wong’s work. Therefore, it is possible to assume that 

Saudi women international students can be affected by cultural factors when working closely 

with their teachers. As these students come from a high power distance culture, their previous 

learning experience may impact on their academic experience in South Australia, which is 

identified as a low power distance culture (Hofstede, 2017). 

 

Socio-cultural challenges 
 

Socio-cultural challenges indicated by difficulties encountered by international students 

in terms of engaging with host people, culture and society, making friends with locals, bringing 

family along, discrimination, maintaining cultural values and other external factors will be 

reviewed. 

Engaging with the host society is a popular issue facing international students. A 

general fact is that international students living in their home countries do fit within their same 

society and people sharing the same language, views and practices. However, after leaving the 

home country and settling in a different destination, international students disconnect from 

their familiar and known systems and accordingly should establish new ones (Eland & Thomas, 
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2013; Khawaja & Dempsey, 2008; Smith & Khawaja, 2011). The feelings of being deprived 

of familiar community and social systems might compromise international students’ levels of 

confidence and increase levels of tension and confusion (Hayes & Lin, 1994). Not actively 

engaging with the host society and people may lead to social loneliness problems. When 

international students feel themselves to be different from the host society and find themselves 

connected more with their home culture, they may rather cut ties with the mainstream 

communities instead of seeking integration. 

From a psychological perspective, scholars affirmed that minorities being rejected, 

excluded or ignored from dominant people and wider ethnic groups can lead to negative 

feelings of anxiety and loneliness (Sawir et al., 2008). Rejection and other unwelcoming 

minority groups in the society can be a result of stereotyped media announcements. For 

instance, Lee and Rice (2007) found that international students entering the US as a ‘minority’ 

brought new reflections on race and status to the American society. Participants in Lee and 

Rice’s study noted their feelings of inferiority and suggested that it could be due to media 

portrayals of specific cultures or race. In addition, there was an opposing experience of white 

international students and those of colour (Lee & Rice, 2007). The latter scholars noted that 

students from Asia, India, Latin America, and the Middle East reported discrimination, while 

other students from Europe, Canada, and New Zealand did not report any discrimination related 

to their race or culture. 

Making friends and interacting with the host culture is another sociocultural challenge 

in the literature of international students’ acculturation experiences. In a Singaporean 

university, Tsang (2001) conducted a quantitative study to investigate the adjustment of sixty- 

three mainland Chinese students and ninety-one Chinese academics. According to findings on 

the students’ survey, the author reported that mainland Chinese students perceived socialising 

with their local peers as a hindrance to their academic achievement and they preferred to spend 
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more time working on their studies. This view of mainland Chinese students may reflect the 

understanding of international students that more engagement with the host society and people 

may lead to failure of academic progress which is their first goal. However, the notion that 

finding ways to belong in the host culture and society is strongly recommended “to maintain a 

minimum quantity and quality of interpersonal relationships” (Sawir et al., 2008, p.152). But, 

often making friends with local community is not easy for international students, as it happens 

among same-culture individuals. 

Sawir et al. (2008) identified that international students who engage more with people 

of their own culture and share one language generally viewed the friendship as a source of 

support. A study took place in Australia by Wang et al. (2017) investigating Chinese nursing 

students in terms of their living and learning experiences. Authors noted that none of the 

participants made friends with locals or joined university groups yet making friends with same- 

culture people was easier and turned out to be an important source of support. Because both 

studies of Tsang (2001) and Wang et al. (2017) examined the group of Chinese international 

students in different contexts and the findings suggest the same conclusions, similar 

assumptions can likely be generalized to other groups of international students. 

Bringing family along is another sociocultural challenge facing international students. 

Scholars like Meloni (1986) and Duru and Poyrazli (2007) found that marital status influences 

the kind of challenges international students encounter, pointing out that single students seem 

to have fewer social, personal, and academic problems than married students. To explain this, 

Duru and Poyrazli (2007) conducted an online study in the US with 299 Turkish students from 

seventeen universities. Researchers developed their online study based on a number of 

instruments such as a demographic questionnaire, an adjustment difficulties scale, a social 

connectedness scale, an acculturative stress scale for international students and the big five 

inventory. One of their results highlighted that marital status was found to affect the cross- 
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cultural adjustment with single students less likely to experience difficulties in comparison to 

married students. This finding suggested that while singles students try to adjust to their own 

educational and social problems, married students have to navigate educational, cultural, and 

familial problems of their own and their families too. Problems here related to the social 

differences of balancing married life and parenthood as well as being a student. For example, 

in the UK, Pinter (2013) examined the challenges experienced by international students who 

were also parents studying overseas. Following a qualitative methodology, Pinter interviewed 

twenty-five male and female parent international students from various countries including 

Columbia, Cyprus, Mexico, China, Denmark, Greece, Korea and Taiwan. An important finding 

reported in this study was that participants with children had difficulty managing their new role 

as students, and parenting their children in a new cultural environment. 

In addition, married students may face huge cultural challenges with their children 

being raised in a different context (Meloni, 1986). Most international students bring their 

families along to an overseas country believing that this is a great opportunity for their children 

to broaden their cultural and educational abilities. However, the decision to bring or not to 

bring family can be a difficult one for intentional students to make as it seems to add a heavier 

responsibility on their new main role as a student. Mehdizadeh and Scott (2005) conducted a 

qualitative study on seventy Iranian international students in the UK to investigate their 

adjustment problems. The findings of the study reported parents’ concerns about bringing up 

their children and raising them in a new culture. This parental view explicitly reflected how 

Iranian international students perceived the positive aspects about the host culture; however, 

they also perceived the different implications to their own cultural and religious values which 

seem unrelated in the new context. 

From another aspect, the decision to bring or not to bring family can be a difficult 

decision for intentional female students to make, as it seems to add a heavier responsibility on 
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the main students’ roles. For instance, Scheyvens et al. (2003) conducted a study in Massey 

university, New Zealand, examining the barriers of international postgraduate students’ 

learning experiences. A key finding of their study was that female participants mentioned the 

burden of familial challenges they faced while undertaking their own studies. The authors 

explained that issues regarding supporting the family onshore were raised exclusively by 

female participants due to the expectation that taking care of family is primarily the role of 

women. This expectation is strongly relevant to the context of current thesis. As discussed 

earlier in Chapter 2, the cultural gendered role of Saudi Arabia categorizes women as 

responsible carers for the children’s and husbands’ needs. Thus, an assumption can be made 

that when Saudi women international students undertake their studies abroad, married ones 

with children may encounter an adjustment difficulty managing the different roles of studying 

and caring for children. 

Discrimination is another highlighted challenge encountered by international students 

after arriving in the host country (Lee & Rice, 2007; Poynting & Noble, 2004; Poyrazli & 

Lopez, 2007; Smith & Khawaja, 2011). In the US, for example, Lee and Rice (2007) examined 

the experiences of fourteen female and ten male international students from India, East Asia, 

Latin America, Europe, Africa, the Gulf Region, the Caribbean, Canada, and New Zealand, all 

studying in a large public university. Their study shed light on the difference of experienced 

discrimination that can be linked to cultural or race backgrounds of the students. To clarify, 

authors found that students originating from Western and English-speaking countries reported 

minimal to no discrimination experiences in comparison with students from the other 

backgrounds and cultures identifying more discriminating verbal and non-verbal situations. 

Practicing religion in the host country is often identified in the literature as a factor of 

religious discrimination or insensitivity encountered by the cohort of international Muslim 

students. Speaking of Islamic practices as relevant to the context of the current thesis, daily 
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practices such as five times prays, might not always be understood in non-Islamic host 

countries. For instance, Novera (2004) undertook a qualitative study and interviewed twenty- 

five Indonesian students who were studying in Victoria, Australia. A number of the seventeen 

participants were Muslims, and seven of them perceived difficulty finding a place to wash and 

pray. Other participants in the same study found it difficult to accept the secular practices due 

to their strong beliefs of religious practices which led to difficult sociocultural adjustment 

experiences in the new context. In another large study in Australia, Poynting and Noble (2004) 

examined how Muslims of Arabic and Australian backgrounds live with racism. The findings 

identified increased cases of discrimination, abuse and violence, especially since the US 

eleventh of September incident, towards both Muslim women and men. The study was 

conducted in Sydney and Melbourne, where the greatest numbers of Muslims live. Employing 

mixed methods, the online questionnaire reached over one thousand participants, and thirty- 

four individuals took part in the qualitative interview. Highlighting one important finding, 

scholars indicated the greater reporting of incidents made by women over men, and, sadly, 

wearing the hijab was mentioned as the reason for experiences of racism, and was far more 

likely to provoke abuse than males having beards or wearing traditional clothes. Showing 

commitment to Islamic practices cannot be hidden; women are expected to wear hijab and show 

modesty, whereas men need to attend five prayers at mosque daily. 

The work of Siraj (2011) examining thirty Muslim women in Scotland and their views 

and understanding of modesty and hijab identifies some assumptions about Muslim women 

students’ practice of wearing hijab in a non-Islamic country. Siraj (2011) interviewed thirty 

Muslim women of different ages, backgrounds and occupations. Half of the participants 

identified as wearers of hijab and the other half did not. Findings identified two opposing views 

where those wearing hijab viewed it as an example of modesty, virtue and respect, and the 

other women regarded it as an unnecessary piece of clothing. However, despite their 
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contrasting views on wearing and viewing the hijab, both groups of participants held 

remarkably similar meanings on the importance of Muslim women’s modesty. Therefore, when 

living in a non-Islamic society, Muslim women’s adherence to the Islamic practice of wearing 

the hijab may not be easy, which adds another challenge for international Muslim women 

students. Relating this argument to the current thesis, one can expect Saudi women in South 

Australia to encounter some difficulties when deciding whether to wear hijab and uphold 

religious values or to take it off partially or fully to integrate in the new culture. 

Maintaining cultural values is an important challenge encountered by international 

students. The maintenance of cultural values of one’s home country can be discussed in relation 

to the differences between the home and host countries where international students must 

navigate their cultural values and identities in balance while living in a different country. 

Hofstede et al. (1997) stated that cultures influence the way we learn to some extent. 

Considering the case of international students, especially when being abroad for first time, they 

should pay attention not only to the new academic situation but also to integrating themselves 

into the culture of their destination country where they choose to study and live. 

Besides the aforementioned socio-cultural challenges, there are some external factors 

like finance, transportation, accommodation and food that can create difficulties for 

international students’ adjustment upon arrival in the host country. A number of studies 

reported financial problems as a challenge facing the majority of international students (Nyland 

et al., 2009; Sherry et al., 2010; Smith & Khawaja, 2011). Financial difficulties can arise from 

factors like limited scholarship payments, visa restrictions on work permits and rates of 

accommodation and daily life costs. In some cases, international students receiving a 

scholarship that covers only academic fees means that students must work to cover other 

financial needs. In Duru and Poyrazli’s (2007) study of Turkish students, they report the 

financial difficulties related more to married participants. Difficulties for married participants 
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were due to scholarship payments only covering the main applicant and not accompanying 

spouses or children. As a result, financial responsibilities created more stress on Turkish 

married students. 

Transportation was also reported as a problem facing some international students in the 

host country (Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Zhang & Zhou, 2010). In the US, Poyrazli and 

Grahame (2007) conducted a qualitative study involving fifteen students, three females twelve 

males, from different countries with focus group interviews to examine their barriers of 

attending a university campus located in an urban area. One finding stated that students had 

difficulty learning about the public transportation system especially during early arrival stages 

when they needed to use it frequently. Students spent some time learning how the American 

public transportation system works. There was a similar finding reported in Canada in relation 

to Chinese students’ experiences. Zhang and Zhou (2010) applied a mixed method study to 

understand international students’ adjustment in Canada and reported that Chinese students had 

known very little about public transportation which was different from their home country. 

Relocating from one country to another may present problems which international students did 

not consider. Although students may be prepared for the academic requirements and living 

arrangements before travel, the above studies demonstrate that even a small experience, such 

as learning to use public transportation, can be challenging. In the current thesis, using public 

transportation in South Australia can be challenging for Saudi women due to the private sphere 

in their home culture. Prior to 2018, Saudi women depended on male relatives, hired drivers, 

or private transportation to get to work (Williams et al., 2019). Thus, most women are not 

accustomed to using public transportation which may become a new task for them to learn after 

moving to study abroad. 

Accommodation also becomes a difficulty upon arrival. Not all students are able to pay 

for private housing and many may choose to live in dorms. Poyrazli and Grahame (2007) 
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discovered that initial efforts of finding an appropriate living place and settling into a new 

routine created major concerns for students at the start of their study. For single students there 

were fewer problems living in campus housing; however, married students with families 

reported dissatisfaction, claiming that campus housing was not appropriate for married students 

with families. Yet, they were unable to move due to the expense of renting a private house. 

Relating this to the current thesis, Saudi women students settling to live and study in South 

Australia could be faced with same issues due to application and payment processes that are 

different between the two contexts. 

Food options are another issue reported in the literature on international students’ 

challenges. The availability of food that meets the individual’s dietary and religious needs may 

not be easily found by Muslim students who adhere to halal1 food standards. Novera (2004) 

examined Indonesian international students in Australia, including Muslim and non-Muslim 

students. The Muslim participants highlighted the difficulty in finding a variety of food options 

in the market or even at university campuses. Indeed, universities’ canteens and restaurants 

should provide various foods catering for most of the needs of students, including the provision 

of halal options. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 The term halal means (permitted under Islamic law) can be used in the context of food such as halal meat 

(Saeed, 2003). 
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Emotional challenges 
 

As mentioned in the above challenges, international students expect to go through 

various difficulties related to academic and socio-cultural aspects of their journey in the new 

context. Thus, facing these challenges can have a negative impact emotionally. The following 

excerpt captured the scene and demonstrated how international students, whilst facing all 

challenges, could feel emotionally unwell. 

Many students are away from their families for the first time and must learn 

how to deal with finding a residence, cooking and caring for themselves, and 

learning how to navigate the new environment and how to manage their time. 

Some students do not yet have the life skills to live independently, such as 

getting enough sleep, eating nutritious meals, and getting along with 

roommates. Undergraduate students, in particular, may have had their 

schedules and activities managed by their parents before coming to the 

United States, while graduate students may not have had to juggle as many 

responsibilities in their home countries. This can lead to not feeling well 

physically or emotionally, which ultimately can affect students’ ability to be 

successful in their studies. Compounding these problems, many students also 

experience loneliness, isolation, and uncertainty about how to make friends 

because they are away from family and friends at home and they are not sure 

how to connect with US students. (Eland & Thomas, 2013, p.147). 

 
 

While the above quote did not mention any specific group of international students, it 

referenced the context of the US, and it is possible to raise the assumption that emotional issues 

can be experienced by international students in any context. A number of scholars identified 

specific issues such as loneliness and homesickness as common emotional challenges (Sawir 

et al., 2008; Wu et al., 2015). To explain, in Australia, Sawir et al.’s (2008) study offered a 

different aspect of international students’ adjustment issues, focusing on loneliness and 

isolation among other issues. 
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The authors interviewed two-hundred international students from over thirty countries 

and studying at nine Australian universities. One argument highlighted that the perception of 

loneliness, and how people cope with it, differs among individuals and between cultural groups 

(Sawir et al., 2008). Further, scholars noted the significance of considering possible variations 

when considering international students who come from many different nationalities, cultural 

and religious backgrounds, ages, and life circumstances (Sawir et al., 2008). For instance, the 

authors affirmed the view that when international students miss their own cultural and linguistic 

settings, they would feel lonely, which highlights the importance of cultural factors and their 

impact on students’ feelings. This will be further linked to the Saudi international students’ 

perspective when discussing their own emotional challenges in the following section of 

empirical studies. 

3.4.4 Examination of empirical studies on Saudi women students’ challenges 

The majority of international students may experience the same challenges; yet, others 

might experience additional challenges related to their cultural backgrounds. Table 2 below 

presents some empirical studies on Saudi international students in different countries. All 

identified studies were selected according to their relevance to the scope of the current thesis 

and are discussed to point out academic or sociocultural challenges related specifically to 

women students. The systematic literature review involved a comprehensive and structured 

search of the literature, using specific search terms or keywords, to identify relevant studies 

that meet predetermined inclusion criteria. Examples of the keywords identified for the search 

are "Saudi international students," "Saudi women students," "Saudi female students," 

"sociocultural challenges," "educational challenges," "cultural adjustment," and "study abroad 

experience". Once the relevant studies were identified, each study has been assessed for its 

relevance to the research question, and then synthesized and analyzed to draw conclusions 

and identify key topics as: academic challenges and sociocultural challenges.  
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Table 2. Empirical Studies on Saudi Women Students’ Challenges 
 

 
 

No. Author, Year & 

Country 

Type of study Topic of study Participants of study 

1 Alhazmi (2013), 

Australia 

PhD thesis What does it look like to be in a mixed-gender environment? A 

phenomenological study of the experience of Saudi international 

students in a mixed-gender environment 

2 men & 2 women 

2 Lefdahl-Davis and 

Perrone-McGovern 

(2015), the US 

Journal article The Cultural Adjustment of Saudi Women International Students: A 

 

Qualitative Examination 

25 women 

3 Ahmed (2016), Canada Master’s 

project 

Saudi Women's Experiences Studying At Canadian Universities 

 

Through The King Abdullah Scholarship Program 

6 women 

4 Al Remaih (2016), the US PhD thesis Social and academic challenges facing Saudi female students in the 

 

United States of America 

20 women 

5 Alhajjuj (2016), the US PhD thesis Learning to manage: How Saudi female doctoral students in Education 

manage academic and motherhood roles in US universities 

14 women 

 

 

 
 

https://researchrepository.rmit.edu.au/esploro/outputs/doctoral/What-does-it-look-like-to/9921863747801341
https://researchrepository.rmit.edu.au/esploro/outputs/doctoral/What-does-it-look-like-to/9921863747801341
https://researchrepository.rmit.edu.au/esploro/outputs/doctoral/What-does-it-look-like-to/9921863747801341
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No. Author, Year & 

Country 

Type of study Topic of study Participants of study 

6 Alghamdi (2017), 

Australia 

Master’s 

project 

The Experience of Saudi Female Students Attending Mixed Gender ESL 

 

Courses in Melbourne, Australia 

4 women 

7 Alqahtani and Pfeffer 

(2017), the UK 

Journal article Intercultural Adjustment: Female Saudi Students' Experiences of 

 

Adaptation and Acculturation in the United Kingdom 

25 women 

8 Alsahafi and Shin (2017), 

Australia 

Journal article Factors affecting the academic and cultural adjustment of Saudi 

international students in Australian universities 

78 men & 

22 women 

9 Barasayn (2019), 

Australia 

Master’s 

project 

Saudi women’s understanding of the stereotypes they experience at 

Flinders university 

7 women 

10 Yaghi (2019), 

New Zealand 

PhD thesis Language, identity and parenting in acculturation: A case study of 

Saudi Arabian mothers sojourning in New Zealand. 

9 women 

11 Alfurayh and Burns 

(2020), Australia 

Journal article Redefining ‘me’: identity change among female Saudi study abroad 

students in Australia 

5 women 



81  

While some challenges can be experienced by most international students, some of the 

literature argued for different challenges that may only be faced by Saudi students, given their 

unique cultural and religious backgrounds. The next sections discuss the challenges of Saudi 

women based on the categorized aspect of the academic and socio-cultural challenges. The 

identified academic challenges are (1) moving from segregated education environment to 

mixed gender ones, and (2) English language issues. Additionally, the identified socio-cultural 

challenges include (1) the guardianship system, (2) getting involved with the Western culture 

and societies and (3) balancing multiple roles. 

 

3.4.4.1 Academic challenges 
 

Moving from a segregated education environment to a mixed gender system is a serious 

challenge facing Saudi international students (Alghamdi, 2017; Alhazmi, 2013; Orth, 2015). 

In their home educational context, Saudi students experience only gender-segregated schools, 

thus when transitioning to a mixed-gender academic context abroad it presents new educational 

issues. While such a transitioning challenges both genders, it is even more difficult for Saudi 

women. Alhazmi (2013) used a phenomenological qualitative approach to specifically 

investigate the gender segregation aspect of Saudi culture and how it may affect Saudi students’ 

engagement within the Australian educational environment, interviewing two male and two 

female Saudi students in Australia. The findings of this study demonstrated that the Saudi 

culture practice of gender segregation has affected Saudi students’ experiences, especially in 

their ability to relate to their peers in a coeducational environment. Further, Alhazmi (2013) 

argued that adjusting to a mixed-gender educational environment was initially more difficult 

for Saudi women students than men as they did not know how to interact with men and chose 

to avoid them which required longer times to adjust to the new environment. Alhazmi (2013) 

also argued that due to the social traditions and cultural restrictions placed on women’s roles 

in Saudi Arabia, Saudi women faced difficulties adjusting to the new academic context 
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overseas. The findings were also reported by Alghamdi (2017) who examined the experiences 

of Saudi women in Australia in the context of studying ESL (English as a Second Language). 

The research of Alghamdi (2017) offered an explanation for the hidden reasons Saudi women 

had difficulty engaging in conversation with men. According to her study, Alghamdi (2017) 

noted that some Saudi women felt that their level of English, their marital status and the 

attitudes of other students created concerns at times. For example, with regard to the students’ 

levels of engagement in classroom tasks, the researcher noted that “participants preferred to 

disengage when required to either work solely with males or participate in physical activities 

with males impacting both on the female students’ educational experiences, and on their sense 

of comfort and of appropriateness in that social environment…” (Alghamdi, 2017, p.45). 

These studies point out that the transitioning from segregated to mixed gender learning 

and teaching environments may be more problematic for women than men. In Saudi Arabia, 

men spend a great of time outside homes, whereas women mostly stay home or go to work in 

a women-only private sphere, so they are not accustomed to engaging with men. 

A similar study was conducted by Alsahafi and Shin (2017), applying a mixed methods 

design to examine the factors affecting the academic adjustment of Saudi international students 

studying at seventeen Australian universities. They collected quantitative data representing 

seventy-eight males and twenty-two females. Additionally, qualitative interviews were 

conducted with seven participants, but the study did not clarify their gender. With regard to the 

academic issues, Alsahafi and Shin (2017) reported that quantitative results did not show any 

gender differences in the level of language difficulties. Male and female participants affirmed 

having English language difficulties, especially in written assignments, engaging with class 

activities and the various assessment tools. Yet, understanding lectures was not reported as an 

academic difficulty. 
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Summarizing these studies suggests that the differences between the previous learning 

experience in Saudi and the current one studying in Australia can cause some academic 

challenges for Saudi women international students in terms of mixed gender environments and 

learning activities in addition to the English language problems. 

 

3.4.4.2 Socio-cultural challenges 
 

The guardianship system requires Saudi women international students to be 

accompanied by a family male member during the overseas study, unlike Saudi men. For Saudi 

women candidates, the opportunities are open via the scholarship program to join study abroad 

with the approval of a family male member to accompany in accordance with Saudi 

interpretations of Islamic teachings. The selection of the male guardian is subject to approval 

by the Education Ministry, and there is a further expectation that the guardian is willing and 

able to be present for the whole duration of study period; this needs to be evidenced during the 

application process (Bukhari & Denman, 2013). Being accompanied by the guardian in many 

cases can be helpful for most women and challenging for others. Ahmed (2016) conducted a 

qualitative study involving six Saudi women studying in Canada and their experiences as 

recipients of the scholarship program. Findings uncovered that guardianship law plays an 

important role in each of the participants’ positive experiences where they received 

encouragement from their male guardian to apply and study overseas. However, participants 

had different opinions about the role that their guardians offered while being with them. 

Married participants were accompanied by their husband and reported a smoother experience 

of study with their partners taking up some responsibilities. In contrast, the experience was 

more difficult for unmarried participants accompanied by their fathers or brothers. Although, 

the guardianship law was deactivated as mentioned earlier (Section 2.3.2), it is still a 

requirement for all women applying to study abroad with very limited exceptions. For Saudi 

women, this law may act as a hindrance to engage in overseas travel and education, 
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representing an interpersonal barrier impacting both educational and social experiences. 

Alternatively, it may become a supporting factor while studying and living abroad. 

Getting involved with the Western culture and society and forming friendships are 

considered key factors in the acculturation process of international students. Nevertheless, 

some studies identified the case of Saudi women preferring to isolate themselves from proper 

engagement with the host society and its people. A number of studies indicated they tend to 

isolate themselves from the host community as they preferred to live alone or with co-cultural 

students. For example, employing a qualitative approach, Al Remaih (2016) and Lefdahl-Davis 

and Perrone-McGovern (2015) examined the social integration of Saudi females in the 

American contexts. Scholars concluded that participants had either no, or limited, friendships 

with Americans. Furthermore, scholars reported that due to the cultural and religious 

differences between home and host countries, the Saudi women’s establishment of friendships 

were limited and shallow. Relatively, feeling different in/out of the host university may affect 

the integration of Saudi women in their new academic and social environments. Barasayn 

(2019) investigated the understanding of stereotypes related to the social experience of seven 

Saudi women doing undergraduate and postgraduate study at one South Australian university. 

Emerging themes from the individual interviews revealed positive and some negative 

experiences. In detail, within the university campuses the participants reported great and 

positive experiences; however, participants also encountered some situations of racism, 

discrimination, taunting, or Islamophobia. In addition, outside the university campuses, several 

participants struggled with a mixture of homesickness, loneliness, depression and feelings of 

being an outsider. The researcher suggested that such challenges were related to the stereotypes 

associated with the norm of marginalising Saudi women due to their religion and culture. 

Indeed, being easily identified as Muslim and Saudi women through dressing style or spoken 
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language may make them hesitant to get involved with people outside their culture and religion. 

Thus, they withdraw from the host societies. 

Feelings of being an outsider in the host society can be greatly linked to the strong 

impacts of home cultural and religious identities. Alfurayh and Burns (2020) examined the 

development of identity and its impacts on the experiences of Saudi women in Australia. They 

interviewed five women from Saudi Arabia who were studying postgraduate and undergraduate 

courses in Melbourne, Australia. Through an in-depth interview, the researchers found that 

Saudi women had negotiated their religious and socio-cultural identities during their transition 

in Australia. The negotiation of identities was perceived from the participants’ views on their 

evolving understandings of what it means for them to be Saudi, women, wives, and mothers in 

a different country where social and cultural norms are different from the home country. Some 

participants found they were able to uphold their existing identities and preserve strong 

connections with their home traditions and norms, while others reported they modified their 

personal and social identities through exposure to the Australian culture. All aforementioned 

studies in different Western countries suggested Saudi women students find it challenging to 

formulate friendships or engage with the host society because of the stereotypes surrounding 

them. For instance, as most Muslim women and the Saudis are identified by their hijab, some 

people avoid interacting with them unless the women themselves initiated it. Hence, the 

overseas study experiences may allow Saudi women to negotiate, understand, uphold or modify 

their identities, and understand their evolving roles within their new environment according to 

their perceived understanding of their religious and cultural values. 

Balancing multiple roles is another issue reported in the literature of Saudi women 

challenges. Several scholars reported that gender role practices in Saudi Arabia were carried to 

their host destinations adding to more stress on the international students (Alhajjuj, 2016; 

Alqahtani & Pfeffer, 2017; Yaghi, 2019). Women within Saudi cultural norms are expected to 
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care for husbands, children and attend to their various needs; however, as they move to study 

overseas, there are additional responsibilities related to managing all roles together. Alqahtani 

and Pfeffer (2017) studied twenty-five Saudi women doctoral students from different locations 

within the UK about their intercultural adjustment. By interviewing and having the participants 

complete adaptation and acculturation scales, researchers identified challenges related to 

parenting and studying overseas. Findings indicated that participants who were accompanied 

by their children had positive and negative experiences. Some positive experiences identified 

by participants about their children included developing fluent English language and social 

awareness, and a number of emerging themes noted negative aspects such as the lack of some 

Arabic language skills, lack of original social and cultural skills, and fluidity of cultural 

identities. Also, in the US, Alhajjuj (2016) interviewed fourteen Saudi women who were all 

mothers at the time and studying their doctoral courses. More than one theme of the findings 

identified challenges related to the husbands’ as well as children’s adjustment in the American 

context. For instance, more than half of the participants stated that their husbands, children, or 

both, had experienced some issues while adjusting to the linguistic, cultural and religious 

differences. Not only that, but also mothers shared that their children had lost their identities 

living in a different country, not knowing where they belong in addition to a limited use of 

Arabic language while studying in a different system. The length of residency while those 

mothers attend their doctoral course was found to be one of the challenges facing Saudi mothers 

studying abroad. Another qualitative study by Yaghi (2019) had similar findings when 

examining Saudi women’s perceptions of language, identity and parenting while living in New 

Zealand. Nine Saudi women took part in the study, with seven of them being mothers. 

Participants who were mothers commented on their difficulty upholding their children’s 

language and identities. Furthermore, living in a country where Islamic culture is limited, 

mothers were concerned about the influence of the host culture on their children’s Islamic and 
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cultural identities. However, they accepted some aspects of the culture given it did not oppose 

their religious and cultural values. Accordingly, such examples of studies suggest that Saudi 

women international students who are married and mothers may encounter additional 

challenges over single students when living and studying overseas. Yet, one point noted from 

all these studies is that Saudi women developed different strategies to help themselves manage 

various roles and responsibilities, as well as paying special attention to their accompanying 

children needs. Researchers identified strategies such as teaching Arabic lessons at home to 

improve linguistic skills and meeting with the Saudi community to maintain religious and 

cultural aspects. Accordingly, such examples of studies suggest that Saudi women international 

students who are married and mothers may encounter additional challenges to single students 

when living and studying overseas. Therefore, it is possible to assume that Saudi women 

international students are expected to experience social differences or challenges due to living 

and studying in other countries with different educational, social and cultural systems than 

Saudi Arabia. 

3.4.5 Summary of cross-cultural challenges 

This section of literature argued that international students’ challenges can result from 

cultural differences among countries. This argument was further supported by the discussion 

and presentation of cultural dimensions theory (Hofstede, 1983; Hofstede, 2017) to explain the 

current thesis context, Saudi Arabia and Australia. Also, this section covered academic, socio- 

cultural and emotional challenges as representing the main difficulties encountered by 

international students. However, most of the reported literature exploring the challenges 

encountered by international students was found to be homogenous. Limited studies focused 

solely on the experience of Saudi students, in different countries, with few in the Australian 

context found to investigate various areas and not accounting for the Saudi women academic 

and sociocultural experience in South Australia. Therefore, the current thesis attempts to 
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contribute to the context of Saudi women students’ challenges in South Australia. The 

following section will focus on the acculturation and adjustment strategies that international 

students employ while living and studying overseas. 

 

3.5 Supporting factors and acculturation strategies 

 
The fourth square of the organizational structure of the chapter (Figure 3) presents the 

acculturation strategies which international students may apply to fit in to the new 

environments while being overseas. The preceding section discussed how international 

students may feel stressed and face several challenges resulting from moving to study and live 

in another context. Consequently, responding to the challenges requires international students 

to find their supportive means and use acculturation strategies to fit into the context. 

According to Eland and Thomas (2013), international students encounter various 

academic and non-academic challenges, thus to achieve their goals they should seek external 

help and have an inner desire. The following sections will discuss several factors within host 

universities and host societies to help international students settle in their new experiences. 

3.5.1 Factors in the academic context 

As evidenced in previous sections, available literature documented various challenges 

faced by international students during their overseas study experience. Therefore, host 

universities strive to ease the transition through offering orientation programs and a variety of 

student support services. 

 

Orientation program 
 

A welcoming university, as well as supportive academic environment, are key factors 

helping the transition of international students upon arrival (Sherry et al., 2010; Sümer et al., 

2008). One important service is the orientation programs that Australian universities and other 

institutions in the global realm provide to help the settlement of students at the beginning of 
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their university studies (Burge, 2018). Specifically, the service is important for international 

students who left their home country to begin the academic journey abroad and are going 

through a major transitional shift in their lives. For example, the main universities in South 

Australia, which relate to the scope of current thesis, offer online and offline tours, group 

sessions and information for pre-departure and after arrival guidelines for international students 

(Flinders University, 2021a; University of Adelaide, 2021a; University of South Australia, 

n.d.-b). 

Orientation programs intend to inform students about the university, provide information 

about campus facilities and available courses, establishing various connections with students 

(Sidoryn & Slade, 2008). Moreover, orientation programs can be designed to introduce 

international students to the host culture and its educational system, aiding their adjustment to 

the new culture and the educational environments (Burge, 2018; Cowley & Hyams-Ssekasi, 

2018). Since the majority of Australian universities conduct the orientation programs in the 

first weeks, it provides students with important information such as campus services, 

enrolments, accommodation, health systems, employability and immigration laws to 

communicate their needs upon the commencements of their studies. However, when designing 

the orientation programs, universities should consider students’ diverse needs which may 

warrant other sets of information. Linking this with the scope of the current thesis, the 

population of Saudi internationals students may require a special orientation due to their unique 

cultural values. Binsahl et al. (2020) conducted a qualitative study on thirteen Saudi women’s 

information seeking behaviours. The participants shared their own ways of findings needed 

information before and after arriving in Australia as international students. Findings indicated 

that participants looked at academic study requirements and specific information regarding 

their accompanying families. The later concern for participants was linked to their cultural 

context affecting their needs to find more information besides that required for their own needs. 



90  

Noting the Saudi cultural context, authors suggested Australian universities design specific pre- 

departure orientation sessions for Saudi students’ groups to meet the needs their transition. 

In addition to the content of the orientation programs, choosing an appropriate 

presentation time and length of duration are also important to achieve the aim of such programs. 

Scholars highlighted that the early experience of university education is crucial in establishing 

students’ attitudes and expectations, and that forming positive social relationships, and making 

connections with their institution can play a significant role in fostering adjustment (Burge, 

2018; Sidoryn & Slade, 2008). In the same view, scholars also advised the positive outcomes 

of pre-arrival orientation programs taking place offline before international students depart 

their countries. Burge (2018) presented the findings of an online resident induction program, 

authorised by the residential service at Deakin University. The online, interactive, five sessions 

needed around twenty minutes to be completed by offshore students who have been offered a 

place on campus residency. This pre-arrival induction session was found to improve students’ 

awareness and understanding of the main rules and guidelines applying to behaviour, 

community values, security, and general living environments around the campus. The study 

indicated that such online orientation programs effectively supported the transition of residents 

to their new learning and living environments. 

To assist with an easy adjustment to the new environment and to avoid potential issues, 

universities may also offer cultural and social orientation programs to international students in 

an informative style. Indeed, designing and offering different orientation programs can be 

beneficial for international students attending universities overseas. 

 

Student support services 
 

Australian universities acknowledge the different needs of international students 

compared to local students. Therefore, universities offer many services to support both 

international students in their academic and non-academic aspects. Examples of services 
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provided by universities in South Australia include academic and enrolment services, 

counselling, employment information, library assistance, learning centres, students 

associations, and religious needs (Flinders University, 2021b; University of Adelaide, 2021b; 

University of South Australia, n.d.-a). 

However, with a greater number of different services made available for international 

students to make their journeys easier, not all international students access these services when 

needed. A number of scholars raised an important argument claiming that availability of 

support in a standard manner, and not accounting for unique individual’s needs, will not 

encourage students to avail themselves of this support (Forbes-Mewett & Nyland, 2008). In 

addition, offering a more student-centred service will be beneficial for users (Roberts et al., 

2015). Hence, the provision of services should be designed in a way that effectively meets the 

student’ needs. Another argument was that students may not use the university services due to 

a lack of knowledge about it or about their eligibility to use it. To illustrate this, Owens and 

Loomes (2010) conducted a study at Central Queensland University including different 

campuses in Brisbane, Gold Coast, Melbourne and Sydney, to examine international students’ 

sense of connection with their university. Four-hundred-and-forty-six participants joined the 

study and results suggested opinions differed. Asking about the use of student services at the 

campus, about half the participants stated that they did not know or understand the services 

available to them, or in what situations they would be able to access those services. Not only 

that, but about a third of participants acknowledged they had never used any of the available 

services out of their classes, believing that it was not appropriate to ask for such services 

(Owens & Loomes, 2010). 

Not too long after, another study had similar findings on the views of intentional 

students regarding the usage of available university services. Roberts et al. (2015) conducted a 

mixed methods study to examine international students’ views of support services at their 



92  

university. At one Australian university, 333 participants from four academic disciplines 

responded to the survey and results showed opposing opinions about using or not using twenty- 

four identified student services. The findings of the study indicated that more than 85% of 

participants stated they were aware of twelve services; however, not all services were used 

effectively. Their study identified factors like “not needing to use the service”, “did not know 

how to access the service” and “couldn’t find any information about the service when I needed 

it” which reflected barriers to the students to avail themselves of the provided services. Thus, 

the authors suggested a number of recommendations to enhance international students’ 

experiences at the university. 

Therefore, the literature identifies a gap regarding the availability and efficiency of 

universities’ student services. Even though Australian universities offer a range of services for 

students, factors such as a lack of awareness or a misunderstanding about them prevented 

international students from accessing the services. The lack of awareness and misunderstanding 

may lead to stress and difficulty dealing with different issues which all can impact the 

adjustment of international students in their new contexts. To this end, universities, through 

their supporting services, should enhance the advertisement of provided services and design 

them based on the diversity of all student’s needs. 

 

Self-regulated learning as a motivational factor 
 

This sub-section reviews research studies which explain the self-regulated learning 

theory working as motivational factor to help the adjustment of international students. A review 

of the literature concluded that international students settle in their host destinations and 

commence their studies while encountering some challenges in their learning the new 

academic/sociocultural environments. However, international students eventually become 

keen to overcome issues by regulating their behaviours and adapting to meet their learning 

goals. From this point of view, self-regulated learning theory relates to the current study. 
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Self-regulated learning is defined as “an active, constructive process whereby learners 

set goals for their learning, and then attempt to monitor, regulate, and control their cognition, 

motivation and behaviour, guided and constrained by their goals and contextual features in the 

environment” (Pintrich, 2000, p. 453). This definition presents students’ goal-oriented 

behaviour and suggests the positive outcomes of involving a number of practices in achieving 

planned goals related to learning context. Thus, self-regulated learning is largely triggered by 

planning goals which all influence the level of made efforts (Sitzmann & Ely, 2011). For 

example, once a student sets a higher order goal of meeting the requirements of their courses 

and eventually accomplishing their intentional degree, he or she may regulate one or more 

aspects of their thoughts and behaviours, such as to identify study needs, manage personal and 

study times, work hard to successfully complete a task and think about their future positively. 

Such behaviours encourage identifying resources and using appropriate strategies. This process 

of self-regulated learning in a directed manner demonstrates how learners integrate mental 

capabilities and the needed academic skills to achieve their academic goals (Zimmerman & 

Schunk, 2001). 

The application of self-regulated theory in the context of international students can 

potentially lead to better adjustment in the host environment so that learners adapt specific 

skills and change some behaviours to meet the requirements of studying in a different academic 

environment. The current study may identify that Saudi women students utilize self-regulated 

learning as one practice to change their behaviour, aiming to engage more with the Australian 

academic and sociocultural contexts. 

To sum up, the above section presented a number of services offered by the universities 

to help the academic adjustment of international students. In addition, it reviewed the role of 

self-regulated learning working as motivational factor to enhance the adjustment of 

international students. Both university-offered services and motivational factors were 
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identified in the literature as helpful to international students’ adjustment to the demands of the 

host academic environments. 

3.5.2 Factors in the socio-cultural context 

As discussed earlier (in this section cross-cultural transition into academic and social 

environments can be very challenging. Therefore, it is critical that individuals find and maintain 

social support networks from resources to meet new demands. The following will discuss the 

social networking and interaction with the host society, international students’ societies and 

co-national connection as factors helping the adjustment of international students outside their 

academic environment. 

 

Social networking and interaction with host society 
 

The social networking and constant interaction with local people and community 

undoubtedly would benefit international students in using their second language, assist in 

overcoming emotional difficulties like loneliness and homesickness, and aid in understanding 

the host systems (Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006; Trice, 2004). This networking and interaction would 

allow the establishment of two ends of communication and relationships between international 

students and the host people, which eases a practice of integration and encourages involvement 

in the society (Hendrickson et al., 2011). 

Such an argument highlights the importance of connecting with society and culture 

outside the academic environment so that international students can improve their academic 

and social experience. The importance stems from an assumption that “If sojourners are 

carefully introduced into a new society by close, sympathetic host-culture friends, the evidence 

indicates that they may encounter fewer problems than if they are left to fend for themselves” 

(Furnham & Bochner, 1982, p. 171). This view was further evidenced in several studies 

examining relations with locals in host countries as a factor in life satisfaction. Scholars found 

that more satisfied international students had a higher ratio of host nationals in their friendship 
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networks (Hendrickson et al., 2011), and that more social contact with local students was 

associated with higher levels of life satisfaction (Ward & Masgoret, 2004). Hence, the greater 

connection with the host society would increase international students’ satisfaction while living 

in their host countries. 

From the Australian context, researchers claim that networking and interaction with host 

people and society can positively improve various skills of international students and can result 

in better adjustment to the Australian culture (Gomes, 2020; Wang et al., 2017). However, 

within the Australian society, international students often felt isolated and struggled to integrate 

(Gomes, 2015; Hellstén, 2002; Sawir et al., 2008; Smith & Khawaja, 2011; Wang et al., 2017). 

One recent study examined the perception of Chinese international students in Australia and 

reported that making friendships with domestic students was so difficult that none made friends 

with local students or joined university groups (Wang et al., 2017). Researchers conducted their 

study employing qualitative methods including interviews, focus group discussions, field notes 

and observations with one male and five female Chinese undergraduate nursing students in 

Western Australia. One of the challenges reported by participants was the forming of 

relationships with their Australian peers. Participants valued making friendships with local 

students and perceived it as significant factor for their overseas study experience. However, it 

was challenging for them and none was able to make friends with local students. This study 

reflected that international students are interested in completing their foreign degree in addition 

to establishing friendships with local people. 

 

Connecting with same culture group 
 

International students might find it easier to communicate with individuals of their same 

culture (Sherry et al., 2010). For example, speaking the same language and respecting the same 

cultural values makes a sense of connection with others when feeling alone in the different host 

country. Furthermore, sharing one faith was found to provide a sense of belongingness and 
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connection. Sawir et al. (Sawir et al., 2008) argued that religion is one of a number of ways of 

promoting and augmenting social networks. In a comparative study, 679 university students in 

New Zealand completed scales to assess spiritual, religious, and personal beliefs. Regardless 

of stress levels encountered or whether participants were international or domestic students, 

international students of Asian backgrounds were more likely to rely on their spirituality to 

overcome challenges than local students (Chai et al., 2012). Nevertheless, Arab Muslim 

students identified religious values and practices as making them feel connected with their own 

culture (McDermott-Levy, 2011; Mostafa, 2006; Yaghi, 2019). 

Contacting a group of same culture can be one of the strategies international students 

follow while living in different context. Furthermore, communicating with family and friends 

back in home country plays an important role in the student’s ability to adjust to new country 

environments. According to Mesidor and Sly (2016), students who have strong connection with 

their family were found to have a better transition to a new culture. Therefore, receiving family 

and friend’s social support could be a factor in international students’ adjustment to and 

satisfaction in their overseas experience. 

In summary, this section identified that adjustment and acculturation are complex and 

multidimensional processes. It also suggested that a combination of university services and 

society network efforts would lead to better outcomes. Achieving such results will positively 

impact the international student’s experience and offer more well internationalized 

environments. The successful academic and sociocultural adjustment in the host country can 

inevitably affect international student satisfaction in their overseas study journey. 

3.5.3 Defining acculturation 

One definition of acculturation describes it as a “dual process of cultural and 

psychological change that takes place as a result of contact between two or more cultural groups 

and their individual members” (Berry, 2005, p. 698). This definition denotes that at the 
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individual level, a person may experience an inner change when living in two cultures. The 

cross-cultural contact occurs when individuals relocate from one cultural context to another for 

short or long periods of time. International students, immigrants and refugees similarly come 

to the new cultural context with their own language, cultural values, traditions and various 

experiences which may not exist in the host country. Thus, the two contexts of different cultures 

involve continuous cultural contact and acculturation, theoretically, this takes place at the stage 

when people perceive the differences due to cross-cultural contact and start to consider a 

strategy to deal with it. 

Another definition of acculturation describes it as a process of two aspects. Searle and 

Ward (1990) discussed that the acculturation definition and styles were inadequately 

incorporated with the psychological and sociocultural adjustment. From their view point it is 

argued that the psychological adjustment refers to the “feelings of well-being and satisfaction”, 

whereas, the sociocultural adjustment refers to the “ability to “fit in” and negotiate interactive 

aspects of the new culture” (Searle & Ward, 1990, p. 450). Therefore, it is important to 

differentiate both psychological and sociocultural dimensions when examining the adjustment 

experiences (Searle & Ward, 1990). 

Both definitions of acculturation by Berry (1997) and Searle and Ward (1990) align with 

the scope of the current thesis examining the acculturation strategies of Saudi women students, 

and how they fitted in the Australian academic and sociocultural environments through 

employing one or more of the acculturation styles. 

3.5.4 An overview on acculturation model 

The acculturation strategies model established by Berry (1997) offers four strategies 

that can be adopted to acculturate when living in another cultural context. Acculturation theory 

is centred on two aspects, namely the cultural values and the individual’s contact with the new 

context, based on a bi-dimensional model that considers orientation to the home and host 
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cultures (Berry, 1997, 2005). Berry (2005) argued that the bi-dimensional approach gives 

individuals space to practice various levels of acceptance and adherence to the original and 

new cultures. Following is a brief presentation and discussion to each strategy of acculturation 

as offered by Berry. 

 

 
Figure 6. Acculturation strategies (Berry, 1997) 

 

 
 

Integration 
 

The integration mode of acculturation strategies means the person is willing to keep the 

heritage culture while at the same time exploring the host culture and having close contact with 

its people (Berry, 1997). This style of acculturation allows for a balance between keeping the 

original identity and maintaining an interaction with the new context (Sam & Berry, 2010). 

 

Assimilation 
 

The assimilation mode of acculturation strategies means an individual avoids being 

connected to the home culture and, at the same time, gets more involved with the host culture 

(Berry, 1997). Further, according to Sam and Berry (2010) those who choose this style avoid 
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interaction with people originating from the same background and prefer close communication 

with group of the host culture. 

 

Separation 
 

The separation mode of acculturation strategies represents the individuals who greatly 

value their home culture and avoid interaction with the host community or the exploration of 

the host community’s cultural values (Berry, 1997). Thus, people following the separation 

mode consider their cultural identity more important than the culture of the new context, 

therefore, they do not wish to establish any communication with the host group (Berry, 2008). 

 

Marginalization 
 

The marginalization mode of acculturation strategies represents individuals who select 

to avoid contact with both home and host culture (Berry, 1997). Additionally, Berry (2008, 

p331) explains that the avoidance of communication with the original culture can be referred 

to the experience of “enforced cultural loss”, whereas the avoidance to interact with the people 

and the host culture can be linked to “reasons of exclusion or discrimination”. 

Besides practicing one of the acculturation strategies to keep connection with their 

original culture or integrate with the host culture, other means may help international students 

to overcome challenges. The following will review the literature on some external factors that 

can impact intentional students’ acculturation and lead to positive outcomes. 

 

3.6 Conclusion of chapter 

 
This chapter has presented several sections around the internationalisation of education 

forming the basic of the current thesis. Sections were structured to begin with relevant theories 

to the study, namely, push-pull factors, cultural dimensions and acculturation strategies. These 

theories help explain international students’ push-pull factors to study abroad, cross-cultural 

challenges and acculturation practices while living in a different country. The push-pull factors 
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section described the reasons that influenced students’ decisions to study abroad. The 

subsequent section identified the main challenges of international students while being 

overseas, indicating their needs to make some adjustments and be acculturated in their host 

countries. Thus, the final section reviewed acculturation styles and practical factors that could 

positively enhance the transitional experience of international students. This chapter has also 

examined, critiqued, and reviewed some empirical studies on the international Saudi students’ 

experiences. 

The literature review suggests a limited number of studies on Saudi women students’ 

transition in overseas destinations and few empirical studies for this particular topic in 

Australian context. Concurrently, there are no empirical studies of Saudi women international 

students’ push-pull factors, academic and socio-cultural experiences and acculturation and 

adjustment strategies in Australia. As a result, for the Australian context, further research is 

justified given the lack of research in this area. 

It was further revealed that studies of Saudi women students in Australia involved a small 

number of participants with the focus on the linguistic area and none involved the Saudi women 

in South Australia. A qualitative research approach is warranted with an appropriate design to 

examine their case. The following chapter will discuss the qualitative methodology and 

methods used to conduct the current study. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology and methods 
 
 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 
This chapter details the methodology and methods applied in this thesis. It starts with 

a discussion on the qualitative research approach used in this thesis. Following that, the chapter 

continues explaining the ethical considerations accounted for while undertaking the research, 

recruitment of participants, process of data collection, use of theoretical models for data 

analysis, and the researcher’s position. 

 

4.2 Qualitative research methodology 

 
Qualitative research is an approach to explore and understand the meanings, values, 

and reasons for those values held by individuals when responding to human cases or social 

phenomena (Creswell, 2020; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 

Consequently, qualitative research seeks value from written or spoken words as the primary 

data source, rather than numbers (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In 

research it is the researcher’s role to interpret the examined phenomena in terms of the 

meanings people bring to them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 

In this thesis, the aim is to explore push-pull factors involved in Saudi women studying 

in Australia as international students, their academic and socio-cultural experiences and their 

supporting factors and acculturation strategies. Therefore, qualitative research is considered to 

be appropriate to answer the research questions. Creswell and Creswell (2018) suggest that 

when using qualitative research methodology, the research question, methods and theory 

should all be linked appropriately. Applying this in the current thesis, the study is qualitative 

in nature as it intended to explore Saudi women’s experience through answering the three 
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research questions (see Chapter 1) using appropriate method and theories (see Section 4.5 Data 

Collection and Section 4.7 Theoretical Frameworks). 

Furthermore, the suitability of qualitative research to explore the experiences of 

international students has been approved by different researchers working in the field (e.g. 

Khawaja & Stallman, 2011; Poyrazli & Grahame, 2007; Sawir, 2005; Sawir et al., 2008). Also, 

qualitative research has been reported in previous studies as an appropriate methodology to 

study the case of Saudi women students’ overseas experiences in different aspects (e.g. 

Alfurayh & Burns, 2020; Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015; Sandekian et al., 2015). 

 

4.3 Ethical considerations 

 
As this study involved interacting with Saudi women students, the ethical approval was 

granted by The University of Adelaide’s Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) for the 

project to be conducted by the researcher on 28/02/2019 with an approval number H-2019-030 

(Appendix A). The approval ensured that there were no risks to the participants during or after 

the processes of data collecting and reporting. Relevant documents including the invitation 

email (Appendix B), participant information sheet (Appendix C), and consent form (Appendix 

D) were provided to each participant to explain that any collected data and all gathered personal 

details will remain confidential. Furthermore, the audio recordings of all interviews were saved 

on an encrypted desktop device and were listened to by the researcher only. Additionally, the 

confidentiality has been guaranteed to all participants through the use of pseudonyms when 

referring to their quotes. 

 

4.4 Recruitment of participants 

 
Selecting participants in any given research area should be done with caution whether 

research findings can be generalized to all or not. Research participants play an important role 

in the study since they help to answer the study’s main questions (Creswell, 2007). Indeed, the 
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purpose of involving appropriate participants, as indicated by Merriam (2002), is to gain 

knowledge and understand the examined situation according to individuals who the researcher 

can learn the most from. Accordingly, the inclusion criteria of participants in the current thesis 

were: (1) aged 18 – 40, (2) enrolled in a South Australian university or an English language 

centre and (3) sponsored by the Saudi scholarship program or by an employer. These criteria 

represent the target cohort of interest. The age limit for Saudi Arabian applicant who aim to 

study overseas has been determined by the Saudi Arabian Ministry of Education. When 

submitting an application to study abroad through any of the scholarship programs, the 

candidate’s age should be between 17- 25 years for undergraduate level; not more than 30 

years for the master’s level and not more than for 35 years for the doctoral levels, 

respectively. Therefore, this study aimed to invite participants who are in the age limits 18-

40. While conducting the study, the Ministry of Education announced it will exempt 

applicants from the age limit if they are accepted in a field of study at one of the top 100 

universities in the world. 

To recruit potential participants, the researcher contacted the Saudi Students 

Association in Adelaide who suggested advertising the study to the women students via their 

social media channel. One of their channels was a women-only WhatsApp group. This 

WhatsApp group is created only for Saudi women who live in South Australia for various 

reasons such as visiting, studying, or coming with their husbands. At the time, the researcher 

was not a member of the WhatsApp groups. Thus, the group administrator worked as liaison 

and posted the invitation in Arabic and English languages along with the researcher’s email 

address for contact (Appendix B). Several days later, the group administrator suggested adding 

the researcher to the group to facilitate communication with potential participants via private 

chat. 

 



104  

Becoming a member in the WhatsApp group appeared to be a successful suggestion, 

and fourteen Saudi women students privately messaged the researcher and expressed their 

interest in taking part in the study. The researcher at this initial stage replied to each of them 

individually and asked some questions to check that they meet all selection criteria.  

Once a participant was found to meet the criteria and had agreed to participate, the 

researcher shared a copy of the information sheet (Appendix C) and the consent form 

(Appendix D) to be read and signed before the interview session. Potential participants were 

repeatedly encouraged and reminded to share their concerns and ask questions about the study 

at any time. 

Creswell (2007) and Patton (2002) suggest that the researcher should consider times 

suitable for participants to conduct the interview. Therefore, taking into consideration that all 

participants were students, several were married, and some had children, the priority of their 

studies and family needs were significantly accounted for when deciding on the appropriate 

time to conduct the interview. Accordingly, before the day of interview, the researcher 

communicated with each participant to remind her of the interview time and location and check 

if there was any need to reschedule the interview. 

 

4.5 Description of participants 

 

In this study, the participants were fourteen Saudi women students who ranged in age 

from 18 to 40 years. All participants were sponsored by their employers or by the KASP 

scholarships. A number of eleven participants were married, two had no children and nine were 

accompanied by their husbands and children. The remaining three participants were single and 

accompanied by their brothers. Most of the participants were undertaking postgraduate degrees 

as follows: seven at Master’s level and three at Doctoral level. 
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Also, there were two participants doing a diploma, one doing a Bachelor’s degree, and one was 

studying English in an academic course. Further descriptions about individual participants are 

provided in Appendix E. The following tables provide demographics information of participants. 

 

Table 3. Participants' demographics (n= 14) 

Number of 

Participant 

Pseudo 

name 

Group 

of age 

Attended 

degree 

level 

Subject Length of 

residency 

Marital 

status 

Accompanyin

g member 

P1 Hasnaa 35-40 Master Education 4 years Marrie

d with a 

child 

Husband 

& children 

P2 Miram 25-34 Master Psychology less than 1 

year 

Married 

with 

children 

Husband 

& children 

P3 Lulu 25-34 Master Early years 

education 

4 years Married  Husband 

P4 Nora 25-34 Master Business 3 years Married 

with 

child 

Husband 

& children 

P5 Latifah 25-34 Diploma Marketing less than 1 

year 

Married 

with a 

child 

Husband 

& children 

P6 Wardah 25-34 Master Chemistry 3 years Married 

with 

children 

Husband 

& children 

P7 Jamilah 35-40 Doctorate Chemistry 1 year Single Brother 

P8 Nahla 25-34 Doctorate English 

literature 

1 year Married 

with 

children 

Husband 

& children 

P9 Hadeel 25-34 Academic 

English 

course 

- 1 year Married 

with 

children 

Husband 

& children 

P10 Mona 25-34 Master Project 

management  

1 year Married  Husband 

P11 Farah 18-24 Diploma Nursing 2 years Single Brother 

P12 Zara 18-24 Bachelor Nursing 3 years Single Alone 

P13 Arwa 25-34 Doctorate Business 2 years Married  Alone 

P14 Dalia 25-34 Master Education 4 years Married 

with 

children 

Husband 

& children 
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4.6 Data collection 

 
As the guiding research questions of the current thesis explore subjective topics, 

qualitative research methods were optimal for exploring participants’ own views. Thus, data 

collection consisted of two steps: (1) answering a short demographic questionnaire and (2) 

taking part in one-on-one semi-structured interviews (see Appendix F).  Short and closed- 

question responses to the demographic questionnaire helped in understanding the backgrounds 

that might affect participants’ experiences. Development of the interview protocol was 

designed to avoid yes/no responses and to allow participants to openly share what they feel is 

important for them (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

To collect the qualitative data, a single one-on-one semi-structured interview was 

used. A semi-structured interview is developed based on a number of open-ended questions 

that have been pre-determined by the researcher, allowing participants to choose an open 

response (Creswell, 2020). Further, the flexibility of semi-structured interviews allows the 

researcher to vary the words or the order of the questions during the interview session (Jacob 

& Furgerson, 2012). In the current thesis, semi-structured interviews were used to: (1) 

identify the push-pull factors contributing to Saudi women students applying for overseas 

study in Australia, (2) explore their academic and socio-cultural experiences, and (3) 

investigate their supporting factors and acculturation strategies in their new environments. 

Like most methods of data collection, one-on-one interviews are a time-consuming 

process for the researcher (Creswell, 2020). To clarify, the length of interviews ranged 

between 27- 77 minutes.  Using this type of interview offers the researcher (1) rich and 

detailed data generated from small number of participants, (2) the flexibility of asking 

prompting questions as needed, (3) the chance to ask about sensitive topics and access specific 

groups, (4) the opportunity to take advantage of the various experiences of the participants and 

(5) the control over all collected data for generating links and producing evidenced based 

knowledge (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Creswell, 2020).  
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This study, therefore, was conducted using one-on-one interviews to gather information on 

the participants’ perceptions of their transitional experience. 

The first part of the interview included several demographic questions to develop a 

quantified representation of the participant’s background including their age, degree level, 

attended university, subject and level of study, length of residency, marital status and whether 

they had children. 

Then, the second part of the interview included open-ended questions categorized into 

three main sections each covering a specific topic of the experience about moving from Saudi 

Arabia to Australia. The questions of the first section asked about factors that made the 

participant decide to study abroad and in South Australia particularly, in addition to questions 

about the preparation for leaving and the post arrival period. The second theme's questions 

investigated the actual experience after arrival in South Australia, focusing on the academic 

and socio-cultural aspects. This section of the interview aimed to shed light on the differences 

or similarities across participants’ home and host contexts where they might encounter 

challenges within academic and socio-cultural aspects. The third theme of the interviews 

inquired about the participants’ supporting factors in overcoming their difficulties while 

studying and living in South Australia and evaluated how they feel about transitioning to South 

Australia so far. 

All interviews were audio recorded, with data collected occurring from June to 

September 2019, and were conducted mainly in Arabic, the national language of Saudi Arabia 

and the first language for the researcher and participants. However, most participants used 

words and some sentences in English during interviews. This was expected given the nature of 

the research examining their experience being international students. Furthermore, this 

research took place in the state of South Australia in which more than 532 Saudi students were 

enrolled in various undergraduate and postgraduate courses and subjects  (Department of 
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Education, 2019). Thus, it makes a suitable research ground for the exploration of Saudi 

women’s experiences. 

 

4.7 Data thematic analysis 

 
As the current thesis investigated three concerns, thematic analysis fits better with the 

research questions. It was considered an appropriate approach for this study to identify 

common or unique responses across participants in relation to the shared experiences. The 

thematic analysis approach involves a precise process while dealing with data to gain 

meaningful and useful findings. Therefore, the six phases of thematic analysis proposed by 

Braun and Clarke (2006) were followed in the current study, as outlined in Table 4 below. 

 

 

Table 4. Phases of Thematic Analysis 

 

Phase Description of the process 

Familiarizing with data Transcribing, reading and re-reading the data, noting down initial ideas. 

Generating initial codes Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion across the 

entire data set, collating data relevant to each code. 

Searching for themes Gathering data and collating codes into potential themes. 

Reviewing themes Checking the themes in relation to the coded extracts and the entire data 

set, generating a thematic ‘map’ of the analysis. 

Defining and naming 

themes 

Ongoing analysis to refine each theme and generate clear definitions and 

names for each theme. 

Producing the report Selection of vivid, compelling text extracts relating to the analysis to the 

research questions and literature, producing a scholarly report. 

Adapted from (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 
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To be familiar with collected data, the researcher transcribed all interviews in the Arabic 

language (see Appendix G for an example). Having transcribed all interviews in Arabic, the 

researcher had a good opportunity to begin the data familiarisation process which is a key phase 

of analysis. Then, the files were translated from Arabic to English language (see Appendix H 

for an example) and the English version of interviews was checked against the Arabic ones for 

accuracy. 

After checking the accuracy of English versions, the researcher read through all 

interviews a few times, and statements were highlighted to help the researcher familiarise 

herself with the content. Notes were made regarding any common codes or emerging ideas. 

While doing so, the researcher was aiming to categorize codes at the implicit or explicit level 

to generate meaningful themes of data later. 

Then, each English transcript was read line-by-line to extract a meaningful text that 

highlighted codes to develop a theme. Once the initial coding of all of the transcripts was 

complete, a number of initial codes were combined due to their similarity with others. Then, 

emergent codes were grouped into appropriate initial themes that meaningfully contributed to 

each sub-research question. These initial themes were considered overarching, linking the data 

together, and related to answering the research questions. 

After the construction of initial themes, all were reviewed and checked against pre- 

existing models whether they matched or added to the new ones. In order to check each theme, 

a number of statements and extracted codes should represent a theme across the entire data set 

that captures “something important in relation to the overall research question, and represents 

some level of patterned response or meaning within the data set” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.82). 

Thus, all developed themes were considered based on the number of participants who reported 

similar responses that explicitly or implicitly indicated the same meaning. 
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Transition of Saudi women students in South 
Australia 

 
Push-Pull factors (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002) 

• (1) to identify factors informing the decision to become 
international students in Australia 

 

Cultural dimensions theory (Hofstede,1983) 

• (2) to describe the academic and socio-cultural expereinces at 
the host context 

 

Acculturation strategies theory (Berry, 1997) 

• (3) to investigate supporting factors and acculturation 
startegies to overcome encountered difficulties 

Moreover, it is also recommended that “data within themes should cohere together 

meaningfully, while there should be clear and identifiable distinctions between themes” (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006, p.91). This means that each theme should represent a meaningful idea, and, at 

the same time, all themes should be distinct. To ensure that, extracted statements and developed 

themes were reviewed at this stage and some were merged due to the similarity of the data. As 

a result, themes were redefined and named for presentation in the final phase. 

 

4.8 Theoretical models used in the analysis 

 
This study aimed to explore the transition of Saudi women students in South Australia. 

The transition is traced as a three-phases process that moves from (1) push-pull factors 

informing the decision to study abroad, (2) described academic and socio-cultural experiences 

and (3) investigate supporting factors and acculturation strategies used to overcome difficulties. 

Each of these phases was based on a theoretical model as shown in the Figure 7 below. 

 

 

Figure 7. Demonstration the transition of Saudi women students in South Australia in three 

phases 
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Push-pull factors model 
 

The push-pull factors model of Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) is used in the current thesis 

to guide the analysis of first section of the interview protocol. Justifying the suitability of the 

model in relevance to the current study is supported by two arguments. First, the push-pull 

factors model is a valid one that is commonly referred to when examining students’ influential 

factors to study and live overseas. Many scholars have applied the model to various groups of 

international students to investigate possible factors that might influence students’ decisions to 

study in a foreign country. Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) are among the first researchers who 

attempted to examine international students’ selection to study in Australia through 

demonstrating the concept of push-pull factors. Since then, the push-pull model of Mazzarol 

and Soutar (2002) became popular and was used dominantly in the majority of conducted 

research on international students’ factors to understand their mobility in different host 

countries, (e.g. Bodycott, 2009; Li & Bray, 2007; Maringe & Carter, 2007). Second, with the 

available literature on factors influencing international students’ decision making, there is 

limited research into Saudi international students. Thus, in the current study the Mazzarol and 

Soutar (2002) push-pull model helped identify the factors involved when Saudi women decided 

to leave their home country and study in Australia. The push-pull factors model may also 

identify various factors that motivated Saudi woman to undertake international education in 

Australian institutions. 

 

Cultural dimensions theory 
 

After presenting, discussing and describing the cultural dimensions on Saudi Arabian and 

Australian contexts (Chapter 2), it can be concluded that the cultures of Saudi Arabia (home 

culture) and Australia (host culture) are not the same, specifically in academic and socio- 

cultural aspects. Every cultural context represents the values and behaviours of its people, and 

having lower or higher scores on dimensions indicates the existing cultural differences to some 
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extent (Hofstede, 2011; Hofstede, 2017). This indicates that Saudi women moving from Saudi 

Arabia to Australia as international students may have to face many cross-cultural challenges. 

Thus, the current research examines the transition of Saudi women students in terms of 

encountering challenges due to the differences across academic and socio-cultural 

environments. Relevant data were identified based on several key questions on the cultural 

similarities or differences of both Saudi and Australian contexts. The use of such a theory to 

examine Saudi students’ challenges across cultures is evident in previous research, for 

example, Alyami (2016) and Bar (2017) proving that cultural differences may create 

difficulties for Saudi students when temporarily studying and living in a country with a 

different culture. 

 

Acculturation strategies theory 
 

While cultural dimensions theory helped to identify challenges encountered by 

participants due to differences between home country and host country in terms of educational 

and socio-cultural settings, the examination of their supporting factors to overcome their noted 

difficulties is needed. The acculturation model (Berry, 1997, 2005) is used in the current thesis 

to identify Saudi women’s acculturation strategies following the use of different sources to 

support them in their academic and socio-cultural experiences. Justifying the suitability of the 

acculturation theory to examine how Saudi women students managed studying and living while 

being in a different cultural context is based on the following arguments. 

In the first instance, the acculturation model could be relevant to examining international 

students because they moved to another country and are expected to go through an acculturation 

process. Also, international students may experience the process of temporary acculturation 

with some difference to migrants. This is because most of the international students go back to 

their home country after graduation while migrants’ acculturation lasts longer (Berry, 1997). 

Relating this to the current thesis, the participants of the current study are Saudi women who 
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moved to South Australia for academic purposes and have no intentions of migrating to 

Australia after graduation. Therefore, the scope of the current thesis is to examine the 

acculturation strategies of Saudi women students while temporarily studying and living in 

South Australia. The acculturation model is used to examine participants’ choices about dealing 

with the two sets of cultural values while being in South Australia. The analysis will focus on 

the extent that participants maintained their home cultural values while engaging with the host 

cultural ones. 

Secondly, Berry’s model (1997) argued that acculturation styles are selected by 

considerations such as maintaining the home culture and engaging with the host culture. The 

acculturation in this perspective is seen as “a two-way process between international students 

and their host society” (Smith & Khawaja, 2011, p.709) which indicates the significant role of 

the host society impacting international students’ acculturation. In addition, individual 

student’s variables such as personality, motivations to move to new context, ethnicity, identity, 

duration of stay and whether they received support can impact the acculturation process to 

some extent (Smith & Khawaja, 2011). It is notable in Smith and Kawaja’s view that individual 

factors and the host society may play a significant role in distinguishing the choice made by 

international students of following one or more of the acculturation styles. Thus, the specific 

cultural features of both contexts, Saudi Arabia and Australia, presumably highlight the 

different acculturation experiences that Saudi women may go through while hosted as 

international students abroad. 

Based on the aforementioned arguments, the acculturation model (Berry, 1997) deemed 

appropriate for the current scope of this thesis examining Saudi women’s acculturation 

experience because it allows the investigation of acculturation styles from an individual’s 

perspective regarding original and host cultural values. 
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4.9 Researcher’s position 

 
The researcher’s identity as a Saudi Arabian woman is likely to have an influence on the 

approach to the study and interpretations of the data. Most of the core values instilled in the 

Saudi Arabian culture, including a commitment to Islamic teachings such as gender segregation 

and hijab, approaching women and cultural topics with sensitivity, and respect for own views, 

are reflected in my selected area of research and research methods. My previous experiences 

prior to commencement of the Doctoral study have also influenced my position. Being an 

international student in two different countries before coming to Australia, I had diverse 

experiences in terms of factors affecting my choice of a country, challenges faced and the 

various coping strategies I had adopted and felt that the other Saudi women students may have 

had a similar or different perspective that is worth examining. 

The witnessed increase in the number of Saudi students in Australia (Jameel et al., 2022) 

was a motivational factor for me to specifically explore and examine the case of Saudi women. 

Furthermore, due to the shortage of research studies on Saudi women students within the 

Australian context, I felt encouraged to shed light on their experiences and closely listen to 

their stories. 

 

4.10 Conclusion of chapter 

 
The choice of qualitative methodology and methods to answer the research questions 

has been discussed in this chapter. Ethical considerations, participants recruitment and 

description, data collection and analysis processes were also presented. Additionally, a 

justification on the use of theoretical frameworks in the study as well as he researcher’s position 

were discussed. In the following Chapters 5, 6, 7, findings obtained from the data analysis will 

be presented and discussed. Chapter 5 will present findings and discussion on factors that 

informed the decision of Saudi women to become international students in Australia. Chapter 
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6 will present findings and discussion on the academic and socio-cultural experiences. Lastly, 

Chapter 7 will present the findings and discussion on supporting factors and acculturation 

strategies used by Saudi women students to overcome challenges or navigate differences in the 

academic and socio-cultural environments. 
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Chapter 5: Findings and discussion: Push-Pull 

Factors 

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 
This first chapter of findings presents and discusses the analysis of push-pull factors that 

informed the fourteen participants’ decision to leave Saudi Arabia and chose to move to 

Australia as international students. The chapter addresses the first research question: What 

push-pull factors informed the decision of Saudi women students to leave their country and 

select to study in Australia? 

The analysis of data reports two main themes: the first theme describes the participants’ 

push factors which made them decide to leave their home country and consider overseas study, 

and the second theme identifies the participants’ pull factors which influenced their selection 

of Australia as the host destination. Figure 8 below provides an overview of two themes as 

presented in this chapter. 
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Figure 8. Themes answering RQ1 

 

 
 

5.2 First theme: Push factors to leave Saudi Arabia 

 
This theme presents the push factors of Saudi women students leaving their home 

country and deciding to study abroad, in Australia. For the Saudi women who participated in 

1. Job requirement 

First theme: 

Push factors to leave Saudi 
Arabia 

2. Benefiting husbands and 
children 

3. Acquire English language 
and obtain a degree 

4. Improve cultural awareness 

1. Knowledge about the 
country 

2. Image of tertiary education 

Second theme: 

Pull factors to choose Australia 
3. Available scholarship 

4. Recommendations from 
others 

5. Lifestyle and climate 

R
Q

1
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the current study, the chance to become an international student studying and living on shore 

was perceived as a valuable experience. The current study discovered that (1) job requirements, 

(2) constraints to access local education, (3) benefiting husbands and children, (4) acquiring 

English language and obtaining a degree and (5) improved cultural awareness informed Saudi 

women’s decision to leave their home country in pursuit of education abroad. 

 

1. Job requirement 

 
Seven participants who were employees in academic and medical fields referred to the 

encouragement from their employers to study overseas. The employers required their 

employees to obtain an overseas degree in order to secure their jobs, thus those participants 

decided to study abroad in line with their employers’ policies. 

Lulu (P3) mentioned that when she was offered an academic position as a teaching 

assistant, she had to sign the requirement of overseas study. Lulu said: “I got an academic job 

at a university that required employees to study abroad”. Without hesitancy, she accepted her 

employer’s decision to attend foreign education and signed the job’s contract. Nahla (P8) 

shared a similar experience that she was required by her employer to pursue studies abroad. 

Nahla said: “I am an employee at university. So, the university encourages us to study abroad. 

I signed for the requirement to study abroad when I accepted the job”. Repeatedly Dalia (P14) 

commented on her employer’s requirement to pursue her study abroad saying: “Because I am 

a lecturer at a university, I should study abroad. It is one of the job’s requirements”. 

Also, two other participants who were working in the medical field were required to study 

abroad. The two women were accepted in nursing positions; however, they had to pursue their 

degrees abroad before officially starting their career. Thus, their employer pushed them 

towards overseas education and stated that as a requirement in their job contract. Zara (P12) 

explained “The scholarship was obligatory for admission of a medical profession. The job was 
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offered to be granted after studying abroad. I found it as an opportunity to achieve one of my 

goals”. Similarly, Farah (P11) shared the same factor: 

There was a position to become a nurse and I applied for it. However, the 

employer compulsory requires me to obtain an overseas degree before I can 

start my job. So, when I accepted the requirement, they gave me the choice 

of going to the US or Australia and I selected Australia. 

 
 

In contrast to the employers who imposed overseas study on their employees, other 

employers showed flexibility allowing their employees to decide whether to study in Saudi 

Arabia or to travel abroad on a full scholarship. Two participants selected to join the overseas 

scholarship perceiving that as a better chance compared to the local one. Wardah (P6), preferred 

to continue her postgraduate studies abroad, although she has had the chance to study in Saudi 

Arabia. Wardah said: “I applied for a lecturer position in the university. One of the job's 

conditions was to complete postgraduate studies either in Saudi Arabia or overseas. I thought 

it was better to decide to study abroad”. Arwa (P13) also acknowledged her employer’s offer 

to study in Saudi Arabia or abroad and that she freely chose overseas aiming for better 

opportunities. She stated: 

I am an employee at the university and pursuing postgraduate study is a 

requirement. It is not necessary to be abroad, but I felt if I studied abroad, 

the quality of the study would be better, and the output is higher. 

 
 

The seven participants indicated that they had been granted a scholarship to study abroad 

which represented the government’s, as well as sponsoring employer’s, perception about the 

benefits of international education for their qualified sponsored students, and this significantly 

links to two aspects. First, the sponsoring employers apparently perceive overseas education as 

a chance to bring back advanced knowledge and strategies of teaching based on the assumption 
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that overseas universities would provide international education that meets the 21st century 

learning demands. This finding supported the research of Yakaboski et al. (2017) which 

discussed the value that Saudi Arabian employers place on international education. Evidencing 

this is that half of Saudi women participating in the current study were employees and 

accordingly there was either a requirement or support from their employers to study overseas. 

Additionally, considering this benefit from the employee’s view, Saudi women participants, 

aimed to secure their jobs by agreeing to the requirement to study abroad, which aligned with 

Binsardi and Ekwulugo’s (2003) claim that when international students consider core benefits 

of their overseas journey, they aim to buy the benefits that a degree can offer them in terms of 

employment. Therefore, the employment prospect perceiving a value of overseas education 

plays an important role motivating international students to study overseas (Cubillo et al., 2006) 

and leads to the personal motivation of international students (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

Indeed, employed participants have clearly considered the core benefit of securing their job 

positions by attending their education abroad. 

Moreover, this finding indicated that employers in Saudi Arabia strongly encourage their 

workers to improve their knowledge either by attending local or foreign education or, for some 

employers, more value was placed on an overseas education believing that it produces better 

outputs. Hence, they pushed their employees to take it. Thus, it is reasonable to argue that both 

some employers in Saudi Arabia as well as some of the Saudi women who participated in this 

study regard overseas education as of better quality. To explain, employers who sponsor their 

workers to study abroad have perceived the value of overseas degrees to advantage their 

organisations as high (Hilal et al., 2015; Taylor & Albasri, 2014) which has been discussed in 

section 2.3.2. The Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development in Saudi Arabia 

strongly encourages employees in public organisation such as universities and hospitals to 

develop their academic knowledge and practical experiences through obtaining higher degrees, 
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aiming to enhance the general advantageousness for all (Human Resources and Social 

Development, 2022). Some employers mandate the requirement study overseas for prospective 

employees upon their acceptance to the offered job. Thus, many qualified Saudi employees are 

funded to study abroad which is believed to attain high levels of academic and professional 

standards that would contribute to building up a qualified and professional workplaces and 

practices (Hall, 2013). 

Second, some participants mentioned that they signed agreements upon starting their jobs 

entailing overseas study. This practice may reflect the impact of power distance in the Saudi 

employment context. Section 3.4.2 discussed how power distance is practiced within 

governmental places and public services, which usually authorize employers and leaders over 

their employees. Confirming Hofstede’s (1983, 2011) view, this research found that 

participants always referred to their employer’s encouragement as an external push factor to 

study abroad and secure their careers. Once Saudi women signed the agreement, it became a 

pressure for them to study abroad and to academically succeed in order to secure their position. 

This finding aligns with earlier findings arguing that Saudi students’ influencing factors to 

study abroad could be perceived through the culturally specific features identified as a more 

collectivist society (Hilal et al., 2015; Yakaboski et al., 2017). 

 

2. Benefiting husbands and children 

 
Four participants who were the main recipients of the overseas scholarship considered 

expanding the benefits of overseas education to their husbands as well as their children. Miram 

(P2), Wardah (P6), Nahla (P8) and Dalia (P14) clearly stated that their decision to study abroad 

was to some extent informed by the desire to offer same opportunity of studying abroad to their 

husbands and children. Miram (P2) said: “I applied for a scholarship so that I and my husband 

can attend the postgraduate studies abroad”. Likewise, Wardah (P6) mentioned that she decided 

to study abroad and share the beneficial offer with her husband. Wardah said: “The decision to 
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study abroad would allow my husband a chance to study too”. Also, Nahla (P8) and Dalia (P14) 

commented on the decision to study abroad to benefit their children as well. Nahla (P8) 

explained that the decision to study abroad was not an easy one, however, it seemed beneficial 

for herself and children after all. She said: “It was an opportunity for me and for my kids too 

to live and study in a country that speaks English”. Similarly, Dalia (P14) acknowledged the 

same factor of deciding to leave Saudi Arabia and study abroad, she stated: “It was an 

opportunity for my children to acquire English language”. 

This push factor is unique in the literature of international students’ motivational factors 

to study abroad. It seemed that studying abroad was perceived as a valuable chance for the 

Saudi students and they wanted to share it with their family members, wife or husband and 

children, and reflected one of the Saudi cultural values and social expectations. Section 3.4.2 

discussed the collectivist values in the Saudi Arabian context and how individuals may place 

the needs of their family together with their personal ones (AlMunajjed, 1997). This factor in 

the findings confirms this concept, whereby two participants explicitly identified their 

husbands’ academic benefits as they were offered a chance to study overseas. To make the 

benefit achievable for their husbands, the three women participants decided to apply for the 

scholarship aiming to gain an international degree for themselves and meanwhile benefitting 

their partners too. So, having a chance study overseas does not mean that she is going to leave 

them behind. For these women, being offered a scholarship to study overseas meant a valuable 

qualification and therefore, they anticipated that their husbands and children would be able to 

achieve the same advantage. 

 

3. Acquire English language and obtain a degree 

 
Two top goals from studying abroad that participants aimed to achieve were: acquire the 

English language and obtain a degree. Some Saudi women expressed that their intention for 

enrolling in an overseas scholarship program was to learn English in a native English-speaking 
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country, among other available destinations, and obtain a degree. Farah (P11) expressed that 

she enrolled in the overseas scholarship because she liked to challenge herself learning English 

in a different context to her home country. Farah shared: “I am an ambitious person. I like to 

learn English and studying in a different country”. Sharing the same goal also, Mona (P10) 

decided to leave Saudi Arabia, aiming to develop her English language. Similarly, Jamilah (P7) 

identified that she significantly relies on speaking English in her classes while teaching. Thus, 

it was important for her to improve the language: “I want to learn English because in the college 

where I work teaching is in English. I need to be excellent in my second language”. 

Beside the significance of learning English, Saudi women who participated in this 

research wanted to obtain a degree at different levels. Speaking of personal motive, Wardah 

(P6) noted: “I had an ambition to complete higher studies oversees”. Likewise, Mona (P10) 

commented that her goals from overseas study were to learn English and gain the Master’s 

degree. She stated: “It had always been on mind to study English abroad and obtain the master. 

Therefore, I enrolled in the scholarship program”. Lulu (P3) similarly had the aspiration to 

attend education overseas because she had been taught by someone who studied abroad and 

shared their great experience. Lulu said: “I always loved listening to her stories, and wish to 

experience living in a different country and seeking a higher degree”. 

In this factor, six participants perceived that studying abroad would help them to acquire 

better English language and to obtain a degree from an overseas country. These participants 

expected that studying overseas would offer an invaluable chance to become proficient in 

English, reinforcing the value of learning English as a global language (Elyas, 2008), in 

addition to gaining an international degree. This finding accords with the argument of scholars 

who suggested that non-English international students are motivated to study abroad with great 

expectations of improving their English language skills (Choi & Nieminen, 2013; Counsell, 

2011). According to the semi-structured interviews in this study, nine of the participants (P1, 
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P2, P3, P4, P6, P7, P9, P10, P14) needed to enroll in English language courses prior to 

starting their degrees and the remaining five (P5, P8, P11, P12, P13) started directly as they 

proved they had met the required level of English. This obviously highlighted that the 

fourteen Saudi women participants had a clear goal of deciding on overseas study to acquire 

or improve their English skills. In addition, the participants in this study expected to gain 

better English language skills and believed that an international degree innately proved a high 

level of competency in the English language. Additionally, they believed that such 

competencies would be highly needed when they returned and worked in their home country 

where English is spoken as a foreign language. Therefore, the desire to learn the English 

language found to push Saudi women to make the decision of studying abroad. 

 

4. Improve cultural awareness 

 
Apart from the academic qualifications to be gained while studying overseas, six of the 

participants in the current study expressed their aim to improve their knowledge and awareness 

of other cultures. Miram (P2) expressed her opinion that studying abroad offered a great chance 

to get to learn of others, which would not be available if studying in Saudi Arabia. She stated: 

“The overseas study will help to discover and learn many social and cultural matters and to live 

a different experience, which is not the case if I study in Saudi Arabia”. Also, Hadeel (P9) 

agreed that living and studying abroad provides a unique experience that cannot be lived if they 

studied locally in Saudi Arabia. Hadeel (P9) said: “It is a chance to live and discover a different 

lifestyle. Experience of a different life and a diverse world could not happen if we studied in 

Saudi Arabia”. Similarly, Wardah (P6) expressed that according to the positive experiences of 

her friends who lived in a different country, she considered the overseas study as an 

opportunity. She informed: “I wanted to learn about a different culture and experience of a 

different life because we had friends who studied abroad, and their positive experience 
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encouraged me”. Lulu (P3) also described how she became interested to experience living in a 

different culture a long time before she applied for the scholarship. Lulu stated: 

During the bachelor’s degree there was one of the doctors who taught me. 

She used to talk about some situations, experiences that she benefited from 

during her studies and living in a different country for a long time during the 

scholarship….so I was aspired to discover other cultures and live in a 

different context. 

 
 

Similarly, Arwa (P13) considered living abroad while studying as one way to learn many 

things of other cultures and people. She said: “I like to learn about different cultures and people 

of other countries”. Zara (P12) uniquely mentioned another aspect of learning about another 

culture while living overseas. She was inspired to study abroad and to establish a voluntary 

group of different people to help refugees and who are in need. She said: “The overseas study 

experience was an opportunity to share my ambition with others and achieve one of my goals. 

Establishing a volunteering group under my supervision was one of my objectives from the 

scholarship program”. This participant thought of how to pay back to the host society which is 

something beyond her academic push factor. So, an advantage of being abroad is to develop 

and share good deeds with those in need. This woman, Zara (P12), reflected a great example 

of Weerakkody and Jerez’s (2018) argument that international students help by enhancing the 

cultural diversity within the host country. In their paper, they showed the benefit for the host 

nation brought by international students being present in shared aspects from diverse religions 

and values which form a multicultural environment of multiple experiences derived from 

various cultural and ethnic backgrounds of international students (Weerakkody & Jerez, 2018). 

Zara (P12) as a Muslim woman had the intention to share some Islamic values and traditional 

aspects, planning to develop voluntarily humanitarian groups while attending her education 

abroad. 
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The current study confirms the findings of previous research reporting that improving 

cultural knowledge is a push factor influencing the decision of international students. Several 

scholars argued that the experience of living and studying abroad is an important factor that 

motivates students to select overseas universities (Binsardi & Ekwulugo, 2003; Li & Bray, 

2007; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Wilkins & Huisman, 2011). More specifically, researchers 

who examined international students in different countries like Australia (Mazzarol & Soutar, 

2002), the UK (Wu, 2014) and Canada (Wintre et al., 2015) found that one of the students’ 

primary push factors was to gain a better understanding of Western culture. The scholars all 

discussed the notion that international students are motivated to attend education overseas to 

enjoy the international experience in a Westernised culture. Indeed, there is no doubt that the 

cultural exchange which takes place while international students live in a new country and 

interact with people of various backgrounds creates a new experience which could motivate 

one to apply for overseas education. 

In a relative aspect to the current study, Brutt-Griffler et al. (2020) reported that Saudi 

international students who enrolled in the US intended to exchange cultural values and engage 

with the American cultures. Equally, Saudi women participating in the current study expected 

their overseas experience to develop their awareness through cultural interaction with members 

of the host culture. Participants mentioned their overseas experience was a valuable one that 

cannot be lived if they had studied locally. Saudi women were aware that by deciding to study 

abroad, the chance of meeting other people, exchanging ideas, and learning other traditions 

would be great. This perceived positive aspect reflects one goal of the Saudi scholarship 

programs. According to Hilal et al. (2015), the Saudi overseas scholarships allow Saudi 

students to share their Saudi culture and meanwhile interact with and live in the Western 

culture. The sharing and exchanging of cultural understandings would help enhance the 
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economic and social relations between the government of Saudi Arabia and the host countries 

of Saudi students. 

5.2.1 Summary of push factors to leave Saudi Arabia 

The section above provided analysis and discussion on the push factors that influenced 

the decision of Saudi women to leave their home country and pursue their education overseas. 

The identified four push factors are: (1) job requirement, (2) benefiting husbands and children, 

(3) acquiring the English language and obtaining a degree and (4) improve cultural awareness. 

 

Being required by the employer to pursue higher education overseas presented the strongest 

external and influential push factor, whereas the remaining factors seemed to associate with 

the intrinsic motivational goals which informed the decision to study abroad. 

 

5.3 Second theme: Pull factors to choose Australia 

 
The choices of host destination and university are one of the most significant decisions 

that international students make. In the following section, a number of influential pull factors 

are presented as identified by Saudi women who selected Australia as their host destination. 

 

1. Knowledge about the country 

 
This factor refers to the participants’ gained knowledge or personal opinions about 

Australia in ways that make them assured of their choice. Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) argued 

that gaining knowledge about the host country has an impact on international students’ choices. 

The participants of the current study stated that their knowledge about the country was 

developed based on its safety and multicultural environments accepting and welcoming Arab 

and Muslim groups. 

Safety 
 

Participants concerned with the level of safety in Australia read to learn whether 

international students in Australia have experienced negative situations compared to other 
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countries. Because most participants, nine out of the fourteen, were crossing the borders for 

the first time, it is understandable that they needed to be assured of safety in the prospective 

country. The following two quotes explain Saudi women’s expectations about racism in 

Australia compared to the US, which was another option for them. Farah (P11) shared her 

thoughts on selecting Australia among other destinations: “Racism is less compared to other 

countries… Of course, the comparison was between America and Australia, I had to choose 

between them, and I found that Australia suits me”. Also, Miram (P2) stated: “I had a choice 

between America and Australia, but I decided to choose Australia because I was looking for a 

country that welcomes everyone and is not racist; I found that applies to Australia more than 

America”. Dalia (P14) was concerned about her safety because she wanted to continue wearing 

her cultural dress code, abaya and niqab. She said: 

I read to know about different countries before I made my decision on 

selecting Australia. I was particularly concerned about the issue regarding 

my safety and of public acceptance because I would wear the abaya and 

niqab. I read about Australia and found it to be safe for Muslim women and 

for international students. 

 
 

Furthermore, Jamilah (P7) came with her younger brother and was concerned about 

their safety as foreigners in Australia. Thus, she read about the experience of international 

students in Australia before making the decision about it. Jamilah said: “I used to read the 

students’ experiences and I found that Australia has no incidents involving international 

students, which encouraged my choice”. Also, Mona (P10) stated that she could select other 

countries, however, Australia’s level of safety influenced her choice. Mona said: “Although I 

could have chosen America, Canada, or the UK, I found out that Australia is the safest”. 

Nevertheless, Hadeel (P9) affirmed the participants’ reasons for selecting Australia according 

to the level of international students’ safety compared to other destinations. Hadeel stated: “The 
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first thing my husband and I were looking for was Australia's safety. It is more secure than in 

America and other countries like Britain and Canada”. Likewise, Latifah (P5) explained that 

she was terrified after the tragic attack against Muslims in New Zealand (Sulaiman-Hill et al., 

2021) which made her especially careful while looking for a place to live. After deciding to 

move to Australia, Latifah said: “Of course I was eager to learn about the level of safety”. 

Based on the statistics of Saudi international students in the academic year 2019, when 

data for this research was collected, the number of Saudi students in Australia was more than 

6000 (Department of Education Skills and Employment, 2019), whereas the number in the US 

was 5351, in the UK was 2454 and in Canada was 1122 students (Ministry of Education in 

Saudi Arabia, 2018). Australia was found to attract the Saudi women students who participated 

in the current research among other respected destinations as they perceived it as a safe 

environment for them as international students. To further clarify, some participants compared 

racial incidents towards international students. Following the news in the media, there were 

number of unfortunate and aggressive incidents against Saudi students which ended in death. 

One such incident in the UK was of a Saudi woman student who passed away after suffering 

stab wounds and investigators claimed that the hijab might have made her a visible target for 

haters (Culzac, 2014). In contrast, there was nothing reported of such incidents of Saudi 

students in Australia. Based on the participants’ interviews, the tragic stories involving Saudi 

students encouraged them to select Australia, especially the Saudi women who would be easily 

identified by their dressing style wearing hijab, abaya and niqab. Accordingly, the safety of the 

Australian environment influenced the choice of the current study’s participants to select it 

over other countries. 

Multiculturalism 
 

Taking into consideration that international students would spend quite a long time in 

the host country, it seemed important for them to consider the society of the potential host 
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country and its openness for individuals from different backgrounds, faiths and ethnicities 

(Chen & Zimitat, 2006; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Yang, 2007). In the current study, five 

participants identified the multicultural society in Australia as a significant positive aspect 

when they decided to select it as the host country. Linking this with the previously mentioned 

statement that not all participants have been overseas before coming to Australia, it was 

imperative for Saudi women to ensure that Australia was a good choice for them. Australia’s 

multiculturalism in this regard is defined as the broader societal acceptance of the cultural 

rights of minority groups within mainstream society, including others who originated from 

various backgrounds and religious values (Mansouri, 2015). This definition depicts what Saudi 

women as international minority students aimed to experience while living in Australia. 

Jamilah (P7) offered her view and reflected the views of other participants: 

As for choosing the country, many countries were available, but I used to 

read on the internet about the most receptive country to other cultures. I 

noticed that Australia is the best for me. It meets my expectation presenting 

a country that accepts others and their culture and their differences. 

 
 

Likewise, Arwa (P13) was assured by her friends of the kindness of people in Australia. 

She said: “My friends have always mentioned that the people in Australia accept and welcome 

students of other backgrounds and that they are friendly”. Also, Lulu (P3) agreed with the two 

previous quotes and stated that her choice of South Australia was based on her reading about 

the state. Lulu (P3) said: “I was reading about South Australia and found the majority of the 

people are okay with students from other nationalities”. 

Seemingly, the attitudes of Australians, as well as other residents, towards international 

students was a strong pull factor that influenced Saudi women students’ choice of Australia. 

The way Australia is perceived by Saudi women confirmed the discussion on multiculturalism 
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aspects of Australia and its openness to respect others’ values and cultures was raised (Elias et 

al., 2021). 

 
 

Presence of Arab and Muslim groups 

 

It is interesting to report that not only safety and multicultural aspects have influenced 

the choice of Saudi women to select Australia, but the presence of Arab and Muslim migrants 

did too. Lulu (P3) felt attracted to select South Australia by knowing that many Arab and 

Muslim groups live there. She commented: “Another reason to select studying in South 

Australia is the presence of Muslim and Arabs so religious practices and cultural customs can 

be shared without feeling different”. Indeed, the presence of Arab and Muslim people means 

availability of community resources meeting Arab and Muslim students’ needs. This was 

Nora’s (P4) indication while making her decision prior arriving in South Australia. Nora 

explained: “Presence of Arab and Muslim communities will offer the places for halal food, 

groceries, and religious events. These things would help me fit in the new environment”. 

Thus, the Arab and Muslim’s presence was a pull factor that was found to influence the 

choice of Saudi women students to select Australia. In this regard, it is worth mentioning 

Australia is considered a religiously and culturally diverse nation (Department of Foreign 

Affairs and Trade, 2012). In detail, the 2016 census data highlights that Islam is the second 

practiced religion and Arabic is the third most commonly spoken language in Australia 

(Australian Bureau Statistics, 2017). Thereafter, the presence of Arab and Muslim groups 

would be clearly noticed in Australian societies, which had influenced some participants of the 

current study to feel comfortable living with similar groups and sharing similar values. 

Participants were thus found to be pulled to choose Australia because they perceived it 

as safer and a multicultural destination when compared to other countries like the US or the 

UK. In this regard, Mansouri and Modood (2021) discussed that Australia, compared to other 
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countries such as the US and the UK, had lower levels of anti-Arab sentiments following the 

9/11 terrorist attacks. This may explain why participants, who were Saudi Arabian and Muslim 

women, selected to study in Australia over other destinations. It seemed that participants 

wanted to ensure their own safety and increase their chance of joining the cohort of 

international students with less discrimination because they can be easily identified by their 

dressing style or spoken language. Also, this finding was confirmed by Binsardi and 

Ekwulugo’s (2003) research which suggested the cultural inquiry of the new destination as a 

factor that defines a student’s identity. In one specific example, one participant expressed her 

intention to wear the hijab which would make her religious identity very clear. So, her choice 

of Australia was linked to the intention to practice her religion while attending the university 

and living with others in the society. As a result, participants were pulled to choose studying 

in Australia based on its perceived positive, safe and welcoming society which corresponds to 

previous research suggesting that personal safety is an important factor to be considered when 

international students decide on a study destination (Binsardi & Ekwulugo, 2003; Chen & 

Zimitat, 2006; Maringe & Carter, 2007; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

 

2. Image of tertiary education 

 
This factor explains the image of tertiary education in Australia. Australia was selected 

by participants of the present research based on its language of instruction, quality of education, 

availability of subject and program and university admissions. 

Language of instruction 
 

Two of the participants identified their intention to improve their proficiency in the 

English language as one of the reasons they decided to apply to study in Australia. Accordingly, 

their knowledge about Australia as one of the English-speaking countries guided their choice 



133  

of Australia as their destination. Thereafter, the choice of Australia was mostly linked to the 

aim of learning English in a native English-speaking country. Jamilah (P7) stated: 

I was looking for a country, which speaks English as a mother tongue, and it 

was Australia. I had a chance to choose Japan before Australia, but I decided 

to choose Australia since they speak English as a first language while it is 

considered a second language in Japan. 

 
 

Similarly, Mona (P10) responded: “I chose Australia because it is one of the countries 

that speaks English as the main language”. 

 

Quality of education 
 

Another relative goal mentioned by Saudi women who participated in the current study 

was to attain their degree from an overseas country, so they were interested in studying at an 

Australian university, perceiving its quality of education to be a result of the different academic 

system. Thereafter, the perceived level of Australian tertiary education influenced Saudi 

women’s choices. Jamilah (P7) stated: “I decided to study in Australia because I think that 

teaching and using technology in universities will be better and I care about it because it is 

significantly related to my major”. Likewise, Arwa (P13), studying at doctoral level, expressed 

that her decision to study in Australia was driven by the expectation that it would provide her 

with unique knowledge compared to others who attended different countries or studied locally. 

Arwa (P13) said: 

Many of my colleagues are studying in America and I believe that the outputs 

might be similar if I choose the same destination. As a result, I selected 

Australia for my PhD study and was lucky to get the admission. My studies 

in Australia in a multidisciplinary field will shape my knowledge differently 

from others. 
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Another participant described that she has studied English courses previously in Canada 

and, in the second opportunity to study abroad, she aimed to experience studying in another 

country. Lulu (P3) who was studying a Master’s degree said: 

In the past I have studied English language courses in Canada. This time 

when I had the opportunity to study in another country, I selected Australia 

aiming to experience studying my Master’s course in a different system. I 

was attracted by the quality and the universities’ ranking levels. 

 
 

Likewise, Mona (P10) mentioned that the different styles of learning influenced her 

decision to select studying in Australia, besides the university’s academic level. Mona said: “I 

only cared about the university’s quality. I like to have a different studying experience than 

what I had previously in Saudi Arabia”. 

 

 
Availability of subject and university admissions 

 

For two participants, the choice of Australia was based on the availability of the subject 

they wanted to study and the admission to their desired university. At Master’s level, Mariam 

(P2) considered the course availability when deciding to move from Canada. She stated: “I 

studied only English language courses in Canada, and when I had to move to another country, 

I was looking for a university that has a specific field of psychology”. Similarly, considering 

the speciality of the subject pulled another participant to study in Australia among other 

countries. Wardah (P6) expressed: “I selected Australia based on the availability of my specific 

major in many universities”. 

Moreover, the admission to a desired university was a pull factor that influenced the 

choice of two other participants. They were pulled to a university based on its special pathway 

program where they can attend English academic courses and then start their Master’s course. 

Lulu (P3) said: “The university admission was easy to secure in Australia because some 
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language centres offered a pathway program designed for students who do not speak English 

and by completing the program, they can start their postgraduate degree”. Similarly, Dalia 

(P14) mentioned that: “Studying the language and getting the university admission through 

English pathway programs seemed more encouraging in Australia than other countries”. 

Although participants’ replies in many cases demonstrated their desire to learn English and 

obtain the degree from Australia, a number of language barriers faced Saudi women in 

Australian education. These challenges will be presented and discussed in the next chapter. 

This factor under current discussion concerns the attributes of tertiary education in 

Australia including language of instruction, the quality of education and availability of subjects 

as well as the university admission which positively influenced participants to choose Australia 

as a host destination. Participants reported they were reading to gain knowledge about their 

selected Australian university, their program structure and available facilities. This finding 

echoed the literature on Saudi scholarships and the recipients’ intentions to join high quality 

education services that would enhance the nation’s academic, economic and cultural levels 

(Alsulami, 2016; Hilal et al., 2015; Yakaboski et al., 2017). Hence, when Saudi students 

graduated from an overseas university, they would be able to offer greater contributions to their 

jobs and society. 

In addition, the participants mentioned that they perceived the higher quality of 

education in Australia with reference to the use of technology as one of the tools they lack in 

Saudi education. So, involvement and the use of technology in Australian education attracted 

international students (Hunter, 2009 as cited in Mayan, 2019). Yet, participants reflected very 

little knowledge about the Australian education system or its teaching and learning 

environments, which caused some participants to face several challenges relating to teaching 

and learning approaches. The first theme in next chapter will further elaborate on the 
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participants’ academic experiences, comparing some elements of education in Saudi Arabia 

and Australia. 

In general, many participants viewed the opportunity to study in Australia as a valuable 

opportunity to learn English in an English-speaking country and to gain an international degree 

from a well-known advanced education system. This finding affirms the literature that argued 

the quality of education in Australia is an attracting factor to non-English speakers, including 

Saudi students who aim to improve their English language and gain a degree from a reputable 

country (Alsulami, 2016; Binsahl et al., 2019; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Shanka et al., 2006). 

 

3. Available scholarship 

 
Three participants, Nora (P4), Latifah (P5) and Hadeel (P9), initially came to support 

their husbands who were the main recipients of the scholarship. After arrival, the three women 

were eligible to benefit from their husbands’ scholarship and could be funded to study. 

Accordingly, two women, Nora (P4) and Latifah (P5), decided to take that opportunity and 

joined the university whereas Hadeel (P9) decided to study English language courses. Nora 

(P4) explained how she decided to study after arrival in South Australia: 

I am here with my husband who was awarded the scholarship to study in 

Australia from his employer. It was an opportunity to study on a full 

scholarship, whether at Saudi universities or elsewhere and my husband 

chose to study abroad. At first, we went to Britain and my husband studied 

there for seven months then he requested a move to Australia, and by then I 

decided to apply for the scholarship as well. 

 
 

Although Nora and her husband went to the UK first and settled there for about seven months, 

she did not study. Yet, Nora was able to make her decision to study after they moved to 

Australia and ensured that her husband has gone well with his own study. Similarly, Latifah 

(P5) came to Australia with her husband. She explained that initially they went to Canada 
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before moving to Australia. At all times, Latifah was supporting her husband while he was 

studying and did not enrol in any program. However, when they moved to Australia, she 

decided to use the available scholarship and join a university to study a diploma degree. Latifah 

(P5) commented: “My husband is the main recipient of the scholarship, and I came here with 

him. The first time we were in Canada and this time we came to Australia. So, I decided to take 

advantage of the opportunity and study”. Also, Hadeel (P9) came to support her husband then 

made the decision to apply for the scholarship. She explained: 

The decision to study abroad was a personal choice. My husband is an 

employee. So, when he got the opportunity to complete graduate studies in 

Saudi Arabia or overseas, he chose to go abroad. After arrival, I decided to 

attend the language centre to learn English. 

 
 

This factor describes the decision process of three participants who came initially to 

support their husbands and eventually decided to study. It is an interesting pull factor that 

encouraged three Saudi women to study in Australia with no previous intention to do so. Once 

those women arrived in Australia, they were eligible to benefit from the same scholarship fund 

to study. This factor is in line with the available literature around international students’ factors 

to study abroad. Scholars agreed that international students may be pulled to study overseas by 

the availability of a granted scholarship (Branco Oliveira & Soares, 2016; Mazzarol et al., 

1996; McMahon, 1992). When participants became aware of their option to study equally with 

their husbands, they decided to benefit from this chance. All three women were able to study 

for the same duration as their husbands. Accordingly, Latifah (P5) studied a diploma, Nora 

(P4) studied a Master’s degree and Hadeel (P9) attended English language courses. This 

finding complies with a finding from a previous study whereby the participants of their study 

reported the same factor initially coming to support their husbands then becoming students in 

Australian universities themselves (Binsahl et al., 2019). 
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Nevertheless, the previously noted push factor that is some participants wanted to 

benefit their husbands and children when deciding to study abroad implies a distinctive factor 

concerning the Saudi student cohort in Australia. Specifically, the decision of those participants 

to study in Australia reflected a partner’s choice to advantage the other partner. Whether this 

was by women who decided to study abroad offering their husbands a chance to study also, or 

by men who brought their wives along making them eligible for their own funded studies. 

Worth noting, these factors have been rarely reported in the literature (Binsahl et al., 2019) and 

are interlinked with the cultural context of Saudi Arabia. If a wife was awarded the overseas 

scholarship, a husband’s support is key to proceeding in the decision due to the scholarship 

obligation that a female should be accompanied by a mahram, who is, in the in case of married 

woman, the husband. In the present study, three married participants (P2, P6, and P14) decided 

to study abroad, wanting their husbands to study too. The three participants opened doors of 

opportunity for their husbands who were willing to accompany their wives while studying 

abroad. In parallel, three other participants (P4, P5, and P9) stated that they had not intended 

to study abroad, and they came to support their husbands initially, but after arrival the women 

decided to apply for the scholarship and were able to study too. These cultural complexities 

resulted in offering Saudi students a better chance by accompanying their partners and getting 

the opportunity to study in Australia. 

 

4. Recommendations from others 

 
Eight participants noted that the choice of Australia, or specifically South Australia, 

was based on recommendation from others, including family members and friends. When 

international students decide to leave their home country, they usually consult family or friends 

who are studying abroad or have studied previously in one of the potential host countries (Hall, 

2013; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Phang, 2013). More than half the participants of the current 
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research were found to be influenced in their choice to select Australia by one of their family 

or friends. 

In detail, three participants were influenced by the experience of a family member 

studying in Australia. Nora (P4) stated: “When my husband thought of moving from the UK, 

the choice was between America and Australia. At the time my brother was studying in 

Australia, and I was inspired by his great experience and selected it”. Likewise, Nahla (P8) did 

not think of another country other than the one where her brother was studying. Nahla stated: 

“Actually, I did not think of any country other than Australia because my brother was studying 

there”. Similarly, Wardah (P6) noted that she decided to study in Australia according to her 

husband’s previous experience. Warda (P6) said: “My husband has studied in Australia 

previously. When I applied for the scholarship, I found Australia is a suitable country”. 

Additionally, friends’ recommendations also were significant in influencing the choice 

of five Saudi women to select Australia. Hasnaa (P1) stated: “I had been reading and looking 

for many universities, and then I got some admissions in several countries. So, I consulted 

some friends, and they told me Australia is better”. Also, the experience of friends who studied 

in Australia influenced the choice of another participant. Lulu (P3) stated that after deciding to 

come to Australia, she started to read about South Australia especially because her friend was 

there. Lulu explained: “I selected South Australia because one of my colleagues studied there 

and her experience was great”. Repeatedly, Jamilah (P7) consulted her friend before 

proceeding in her decision to study in Australia. Jamilah said: “I know a friend who got a 

Master's degree from Australia. She encouraged me to choose Australia”. Likewise, Farah 

(P11) said: “I asked some friends who started studying before me and I was influenced by their 

experiences especially as they were students in the same university and major”. 

This factor supports the earlier studies in which scholars suggested that families and 

friends have a great influence on the students’ decision-making processes to select a destination 
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to study abroad (Chen & Zimitat, 2006; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Pimpa, 2004). The current 

study confirms this point of view, proving that participants explicitly described their situation 

in consulting a family member or friend who were, or had been, in Australia when selecting it 

as a host country. The views on Australia as a suitable country for international students were 

perceived as positive and convinced participants to proceed in their decision to select it over 

other destinations. 

Moreover, the way that Saudi women consulted their families or friends typically 

reflects their cultural identity in which people value being with others who share the same 

values and understand their needs (Hofstede, 2011). This also confirms the findings of 

Alsulami’s (2016) study arguing that recommendation of others was a factor that influenced 

Saudi students to study in Australia over other countries. Indeed, the Saudi women participants 

consulted and asked the advice of a family member, friends and colleagues in selecting 

Australia as the study destination. Participants showed respect for others’ advice, similar to the 

findings of previous studies (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Pimpa, 2004) where international 

students, especially of Asian background, exhibited the same attitudes. A possible explanation 

for such attitudes can be linked to the strong cultural feature which identified the participants, 

Saudi women, as coming from a collectivist background in which strong relations exist among 

people (Hofstede, 1983; Hofstede, 2017). 

 

5. Lifestyle and climate 

 
For eight participants, the choice of their specific country or state where they will study 

and live was linked to their reading on the country’s lifestyle and climate. Speaking of the 

participants choices to select Australia, its idyllic lifestyle, unique landscape, nature and 

moderate climate (not being too hot or too cold) all contributed as pull factors. To illustrate, 

Arwa (P13) appreciated her choice of the country and the state as well. Arwa highlighted 

Australia and its features as the top of the list of best countries to live and stated: “Living in 
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Australia is great especially that South Australia is one of the top cities to live in”. Another 

woman favourably commented on the uniqueness of South Australia among other Australian 

states. Nora (P4) stated: “Thankfully, I am satisfied that I chose Australia, and especially South 

Australia. The nature and the atmosphere are better for me than other cities”. Similarly, Hadeel 

(P9) shared the same opinion: “My husband and I chose South Australia because it is a small 

state and suits our situation that we are busy studying...this state has everything I need… It is 

very suitable for families”. In addition, the two participants who had lived in Canada benefited 

from their experience when came to Australia. Latifah (P5) said: “In Canada, we lived in a 

large state. However, we live in South Australia now. The experience of living for a while in 

Canada helped me a lot to get facilities when arrived in Australia”. Also, Miram (P2) 

appreciated her previous experience of studying in Canada in the way she found lifestyle is 

similar in Australia. Miram said: “I had felt great, and it was not new to me due to my previous 

experience of travelling to Canada… many things like lifestyle and customs are similar 

between Canada and Australia”. 

 

Climate 
 

Some participants clearly stated their choice of Australia was affected to some extent 

by the climate. Warda (P6) considered the health of her child, thus she did not select Canada 

because of its extreme cold weather. She stated that: “I wanted to choose Canada… but the 

cold weather was not suitable for my child”. In contrast, Farah (P11) thought of the climate 

from a spiritual context considering the time she would be fasting as an Islamic religious 

practice. Farah said: “Fasting here is only a few hours in winter so that it will be much more 

comfortable than other countries during the study”. 

According to the participants’ responses, this factor described how lifestyle and climate 

aspects identified to pull them to choose Australia generally, or South Australia specifically. 

Participants reported they were reading to gain insight into the country’s lifestyle, climate, 
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activities, living arrangements and needs before arrival. Although, that information seemed 

simple, superficial and general, it offered the participants some understanding and expectations 

of the living situations, indicating a preference for a living style in the host country. This finding 

relates to previously conducted research arguing that the level of the country’s living 

arrangements, nature, climate and other features, are key factors in the destination choice for 

international students (Bodycott, 2009; Cubillo et al., 2006; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

Typically, lifestyle and climate features were found to inform the decision of Saudi women to 

study in Australia. As the context of this study refers to Australia, and particularly South 

Australia, both were perceived as a distinctly good place amongst other study destinations due 

to the modern lifestyle, wide-open nature and stable climate conditions. Therefore, the lifestyle 

and weather conditions appeared to be one of several pull factors influencing Saudi women 

participants to choose Australia. 

5.3.1 Summary of pull factors to choose Australia 

This second theme reported and discussed the pull factors that informed the decision of 

Saudi women to choose Australia as the host destination. Pull factors referred to: (1) knowledge 

about the country presenting a safe, multicultural and welcoming environment for Arab and 

Muslim groups, (2) an image of tertiary education based on the quality of education and 

language of instruction, availability of subjects and university admission, (3) available 

scholarships, (4) recommendation from others and (5) lifestyle and climate. Some of these 

factors are linked to the push factors that initially informed the decision to overseas study. 

 

5.4 Conclusion of chapter 

 
This chapter responds to the first research question. It explores Saudi women students’ 

push-pull factors deciding to leave Saudi Arabia and select to study in Australia. The analysis 

of data for this research question was done following the push-pull model of international 

student decision-making (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002) and the available literature which 
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examined the same concept of factors influencing the choice of international students in various 

countries. The literature around the push-pull model offered substantial knowledge of the 

theoretical framework and informed some of the interview questions asked of participants. 

Accordingly, the analysis of data identified four push factors referring to reasons that 

encouraged Saudi women students to leave their home country. In addition, the identified pull 

factors identified five elements that attracted Saudi women students to Australia as a host 

country. 

In summary, the findings from this study concerning RQ1 discovered significant factors 

that informed Saudi women’s decisions to become international students in Australia. The 

following points highlight some of the factors that were found to be exclusive to the context of 

Saudi women students. 

Some participants expressed that they had decided to study abroad aiming to benefit 

their husbands as well, and similarly three participants noted they initially came to support their 

husbands then decided to avail themselves of the chance to study as well in Australia. These 

distinctive factors add to the push-pull current literature concerning the Saudi women context 

in Australia. The decision of those participants to study in Australia reflects a partner’s 

intention to advantage the other partner. Some of the women decided to study abroad to offer 

their husbands a chance to study too, others decided to come and support their husbands, which 

made them eligible to be funded in their studies equally. Worth noting, these factors have been 

rarely reported in the literature (Binsahl et al., 2019) and are interlinked with the cultural 

context of Saudi Arabia. 

Unlike other studies on the financial concerns of international students while attending 

their studies overseas (e.g Gatfield & Chen, 2006; Shanka et al., 2006; Yang, 2007), 

participants were not very sensitive to the associated issues concerning the cost of studying 

abroad, mostly because they all were financially funded by the scholarship to cover the study 
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tuition, health insurance or any other fees for themselves and their accompanying partners and 

children. 

In contrast to the literature on international students’ intention to emigrate to Australia 

after study (Yang, 2007), the Saudi women participants of the current study seemed clear on 

their decisions and expected goals to undertake their studies in Australia with no intention of 

migration after graduation. However, reasons for not migrating were beyond the aims of the 

current study, and further research would be needed to investigate this aspect. 

To sum up, the push-pull factors presented, interpreted and discussed above intended 

to add to the current knowledge regarding international students’ decision-making in Australia, 

specifically the cohort of Saudi women students representing a different group that have not 

been examined enough in the literature. After all, interviewing Saudi women who were already 

in Australia studying at different levels and in different stages, some in the beginning, most on 

the middle and a few at the end, reflect a sense of proudness that participants were able to 

proceed with their decisions. Further, there was a sense of satisfaction evidenced in the 

participants’ replies during the interview concerning their decisions to leave Saudi Arabia and 

become international students in Australia. Saudi women participants were grateful that they 

were awarded the overseas scholarship. There is no doubt that deciding to study and live abroad 

promises a unique experience, yet it is expected to result in various situations and challenges 

from unfamiliar cases and crossing different cultures. Thus, the next chapter will present and 

discuss the findings on academic and socio-cultural experiences of Saudi women who settled 

in South Australia as international students. 
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Chapter 6: Findings and discussion: Academic 

and Socio-cultural Experiences 

 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 
The previous chapter presented and discussed the findings on push-pull factors that 

influenced the choice of 14 participants to leave Saudi Arabia and travel to South Australia as 

international students. This chapter focuses on the analysis of the data on the academic and 

socio-cultural experiences and addresses the second research question: How did Saudi women 

describe the academic and socio-cultural transition during their studying and living experience 

in South Australia? 

The analysis reports two main themes that emerged: the first theme describes the 

participants’ academic experience, and perceived initial challenges due to differences between 

educational contexts of home and host countries. The second theme reports the socio-cultural 

experience of participants, starting with their preparation before, upon and after arrival in South 

Australia. In addition, exploration is carried out showing how Saudi women students interacted 

and were involved with various aspects in the host country. Figure 9 below demonstrates the 

structure of main themes and sub-themes as presented through this chapter. 
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Figure 9. Themes answering RQ2 
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transition 

1. Different aspects 
of social life 

between contexts
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homesickness
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6.2 First theme: Academic experience 

 
This theme of academic experience refers to the participants’ engagement in the 

educational context in South Australian institutions. The findings identified and reported the 

following aspects: (1) becoming students and navigating differences of the new educational 

system, (2) English language and academic skills, (3) assessments and evaluation of student 

performance and benefits of rubrics, (4) teacher-student relationships and teaching styles, (5) 

being and working in a mixed gender environment, (6) managing multiple roles, and (7) 

religious and cultural practices in the institutions. 

 

1. Becoming a student and navigating differences of the new educational system 

 
One of the first matters noted concerning participants academic experience was their 

contrasted feelings becoming international students. For one participant, being a student again 

was not a different situation. Zara (P12) stated: “I have been studying continuously since 

graduation from high school. So, I did not notice a difference studying here as an international 

student”. In contrast, for two other participants, who had graduated several years earlier, 

becoming a student felt confusing. Farah (P11) clearly indicated: “The experience was new 

because I graduated in 2013 then joined the scholarship program in 2017”. Therefore, 

becoming an international student after such a hiatus felt difficult to her. Farah’s feelings were 

further understood when Latifah (P5) reported on her first days of joining the university: 

The beginning of my university study was a little messed up because the 

education system here in Australia is very different from the one I was used 

to in Saudi Arabia. I did not know who to communicate with. I mean, it has 

been a long time since I graduated in 2012. Surely, the methods of teaching, 

educational strategies, and many things have been changed. I had a hard time 

starting this all over again. The experience of studying this way is scary and 

a bit confusing because I am still not used to it. 
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Latifah’s quote reflected an absence of knowledge and understanding about the expectations 

or preparation that she needed to do for her classes. It has been argued in the literature that 

international and local students are assumed to face challenges when starting university degrees 

(Andrade, 2006; Mesidor & Sly, 2016). Indeed, the quotes above confirmed this position, as 

participants found studying in the new context made them feel frustrated and challenged. 

In addition to the new situation, being a student in a different educational system, three 

participants discussed aspects with regard to understanding the new structure of their courses 

and curriculum design. For two participants, who were doing nursing courses, the structure of 

their degrees and design of curriculum was comparable to what they had studied in Saudi 

Arabia. Zara (P12) stated “it was the same medical field which I studied in Saudi Arabia. I can 

say it is very similar in curriculum too”. Similarly, Farah (P11) commented: 

Well, the academic structure was similar to my previous studies. There was 

almost no difference in the method of study and the type of curriculum. I 

have come across them, and I adapted to the situation easily without 

difficulties. 

 
 

However, Jamilah (P7) reflected that in her opinion attending non-academic activities in 

the curriculum part of the academic English course proved difficult: 

I was annoyed by some non-academic activities during the term, for example, 

going out to a public place to visit like a museum or going out for a cup of 

coffee in a public place. Such activities have no academic benefit, and I feel 

like I was wasting time. 

In addition, different studying hours were a challenge to several participants. The timing 

of classes in Australian universities was contrasted to the participants’ previous study 

experience and was initially challenging for them. For example, Lulu (P3) said: “Most of my 

classes were intensive, which is from 9 am to 5 pm, as well as practical work in childcare 
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centres from 8 am to 6 pm”. Lulu was required to attend the placement in childcare centres 

while at the same time attending other subjects. She needed to find her way, planning for her 

placement and preparing for other classes. Similarly, Wardah (P6) commented on the long 

hours of classes during Ramadan while fasting: “During school, my classes probably finished 

at 6 pm. For Ramadan, I had to break my fast on my way home and arrive after Maghreb 

prayer”. Also, Mona (P10) noted that her classes started late in the afternoon which made her 

change the routine to attend classes with appropriate energy. She said: “The problem I face is 

that my classes are in the afternoon, so my bedtimes and leisure are mixed up because I sleep 

in the morning to be ready to go to the university at night”. 

Based on the above responses, returning to the academic environment, especially in a 

new system of education, reflected a complex experience that many participants needed to 

navigate while developing knowledge about differences between previous and present 

educational settings. This finding is in line with previous research that highlighted that the first 

year of an international student’s experience is being critical for them due to opposing rules 

and expectations held by the hosting university’s and the student’s academic backgrounds 

(Jepson et al., 2002; Prescott & Hellstén, 2005). 

 

1. English language and academic skills 
 

The second sub-theme that participants mentioned concerned English language and 

related academic skills. This sub-theme reflected the seven participants’ experience with the 

English language used as medium of instruction and learning. 

On the one hand, two Saudi women studied English and met the required level before 

coming to South Australia, thus had no language difficulties during their postgraduate studies. 

For example, Wardah (P6) stated: “I studied English in the language centre for short time 

because my level is advanced, so I did not have any difficulties with the language”. Likewise, 

Arwa (P13) who was studying a doctoral program expressed: “Based on my studies in Britain, 
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I feel good in my academic English language and the methods of research, so I have not 

encountered difficulties in this regard”. 

On the other hand, English language was identified as an academic challenge for other 

Saudi women especially those who had to learn it from scratch. Two participants who studied 

English language at the beginners’ level reflected that it was a concerning matter. Nora (P4) 

describing her feelings stated: “I was very concerned about the beginning of study especially 

that I did not have the basics in English”. Similarly, Dalia (P14) was not confident about the 

level of her skills, thus requested to study English from scratch because she aimed to learn the 

needed academic skills that are important at university level. She stated: 

The first days, I went to the language centre to undertake the placement test. 

I got scared at the beginning although I was at the intermediate level. I 

preferred to start my English study from the scratch because I lack the 

necessary academic skills for studying here. 

According to her story, Dalia was aware of her English language level and required academic 

skills to complete a postgraduate degree in Australia. This helped her make better decisions in 

learning English and relevant academic skills. 

Besides learning English, some academic skills, including writing and speaking, were 

identified by participants as being difficult to master, even for those who had an advanced level 

of English. Wardah (P6) previously stated that her English language met the required level to 

enrol in a postgraduate degree, however, she acknowledged that academic writing was an 

obstacle in her studies. 

The writing was the weakest skill compared to the rest of the skills. As the 

levels progressed, I was finding it difficult, especially the critical writing. 

The level of articles and lessons also became higher and there were many 

terms you need a double effort to learn. 
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Further, academic reading was a challenging skill for Dalia. In her own words, Dalia 

(P14) described her challenge: “As I am student who learns English and my vocabulary is 

limited, I was having difficulties in reading a topic other than my speciality and its study in 

class”. Similarly, one participant noted the difficulty of learning academic terminologies and 

technical language in her course. Farah (P11) indicated: 

When I started studying nursing terminologies, it was a challenging task to 

learn and memorize. I must be perfect in using the English language because 

it is an essential skill while communicating with others during my study and 

while working in hospitals. 

 
 

Speaking proficiency in English was challenging to another participant. Jamilah (P7) 

commented on her long journey studying at the English language centre but not achieving the 

required level. 

I have been studying for almost a year and still I have not met the language 

requirement to start my postgraduate degree. I thought that if I studied 

English abroad, I would learn quickly especially since I already had an 

English diploma, but speaking is my lowest skill. Even though my 

vocabulary is good, it is difficult for me to talk to others. 

 
 

As can be understood, achieving the required level of English language and related 

academic skills produced some difficulties to several participants. Though some women were 

proficient in their English skills and did not encounter many difficulties, the proficiency of 

others was a challenge. The data indicated that some Saudi women were not very competent in 

the use of English language and accordingly encountered some difficulty engaging with 

learning materials. This finding echoes the previous research (e.g., Alsahafi & Shin, 2017; 

Alsulami, 2018) reporting that the English language barrier was one of challenges that 

influenced Saudi students’ academic adjustment in Australian universities. In addition, this 
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finding regarding the writing, reading and listening skills that participants encountered 

difficulty with expands on Nguyen’s (2011) study which examined the challenges of learning 

English from a Southeast Asian students’ perspective. The author argues that Asian students 

from Vietnam, Thailand and Indonesia described their previous courses of English in their 

home countries to be focused more on grammar and other skills were not adequately taught. 

Identifying this problem can help language educators in schools or lecturers in universities to 

develop better strategies to assist English teaching for international students in Australia. 

 

2. Assessments and evaluation of student performance and benefit of rubrics 

 
Participants were asked what experiences they had in relation to assessment and 

evaluation methods in their different courses. Respondents identified three views: (1) 

assessments were different, (2) assessments seemed familiar, and (3) assessments were 

challenging. In addition, a small number of participants discussed the use of rubrics while 

completing their tasks. 

First, four of the participants noted that tasks such as scientific writing, academic 

speaking, discussions and group work projects were different types of assessments from the 

Saudi Arabian educational system. For example, Miram (P2) reflected her perception of the 

differences stating: “I am aware of the university’s assessments and evaluation methods such 

as writing scientific papers. I never studied this assessment or have been able to practice it even 

at the Bachelor’s level”. Further, another participant commented on the great benefits of being 

assessed in Australia differently from the Saudi Arabian system. Wardah (P6) said: 

There was a compulsory communication class at all levels to improve 

different speaking skills such as academic discussions. I have not been 

assessed in this way during my studies in Saudi Arabia. 



153  

In addition, two of the participants indicated that group work assessments were beneficial 

for them. For example, Hadeel (P9), who is a mother as well, reported that group work tasks 

were more easily finished during class time as she could then spend more time looking after 

her children’s needs. 

The assignments are different from Saudi Arabia, and this is good for me. 

Many tasks should be done in group work which I prefer more than 

individual work because working alone needs effort and requires more time 

at home and it is hard to work at home with children. 

 
 

Similarly, Zara (P12) who was a nursing student valued the benefits she would gain while 

working with various people at placements: “Here, I liked the chance to practice and apply 

knowledge while studying because there is an opportunity to deal with different nationalities 

and identities; students, teachers, and staff in hospitals”. 

The second view about assessments seeming familiar was expressed by three 

interviewees (P2), (P6) and (P10) who attended English language courses before starting their 

degrees. The English language courses prepared them for various assessment types at 

university level. To illustrate, Mona (P10) believed that her accomplishment at university 

resulted from the great experience learning many skills at the language centre. She stated: “I 

think that the student must study first at the language centre because it eases studying at the 

university. I believe that my accomplished achievements at the university linked to the learning 

experience I had in the language centre”. More specifically, Wardah (P6) named specific 

research skills she learnt at a university affiliated language centre. 

There are different types of assessment and evaluation I learnt in the 

language centre, for example, individual work, the report writing, research, 

group work, which were all assessed at the end of each level. Thankfully, I 

benefited from the acquired skills when I started studying at university. 
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Third, three respondents (P3), (P11) and (P14), commented on their challenging 

experience due to being unfamiliar with the different assessment types. Dalia (P14) 

commented: 

The method of assessment is challenging because in Saudi Arabia we mostly 

rely on final exams but in Australia assessment tasks are different. While 

studying English courses and Master’s subjects there was a mixture of 

assessment tasks such as in-class tests, research papers, group or individual 

work depending on the assessed skill. 

 
 

Lulu (P3) indicated that difficulty of assessments was linked to the structure of the early 

childhood course that she was studying at postgraduate level. Lulu (P3) recounted: 

I found the method of evaluation and assessment difficult. I spent most of 

my time working on assignments because my speciality has a lot of research. 

For example, many assignments had theoretical and practical parts, so I faced 

difficulties understanding what was required. Also, many of the assignments 

were ungraded. 

Lulu’s statement expressed her difficulty at having to complete various assignments some of 

which required the submission of theoretical parts and practical reports for demonstration 

purposes. 

While talking about the assessment in their studies, four of the participants mentioned 

the rubric as a tool that helped them better understand how to complete their assignments, 

though it was not commonly used in the Saudi Arabian education system. To illustrate, the 

following quotes reflect participants’ accounts on the usefulness of rubrics while studying 

English language courses or Master level subjects. Wardah (P6) shared that using rubrics 

initially was not easy, however, it helped her be clear about the work she submitted later. 
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I liked that they use rubrics when marketing assignments. For example, 

during English language courses, the teacher used rubrics to explain the 

weaknesses and strengths of my homework…. I cannot deny that dealing 

with rubrics was difficult at the beginning, but it was easy after that. 

 
 

Three other women (P10), (P11) and (P14) shared the same perspective that the detailed 

rubrics made them confident while completing homework. To explain, Dalia (P14) reported 

the following: 

When studying the Master’s course, we would not find a clear instruction of 

doing the assignments. It can be done in more than one way because it 

depends on the student and the way he/she justifies choosing this method, so 

students have their own way to succeed. I believe it seemed complicated at 

the beginning, but it become easier with practice and experience. I was able 

to succeed after learning the technique and followed the steps required in the 

rubric. 

 
 

Saudi education and practiced pedagogy relies mostly on a teacher-centred approach, 

leading students to memorize the content of their subjects and recall the information in class or 

for assessments and final examinations (Hamdan, 2005). Thus, when Saudi women students 

arrive in Australia, they were challenged by being assessed in other ways, like group projects 

and research papers, which they were not used to. This finding is also in line with the 

conclusion of a prior study on international students’ educational difficulties in Australian 

universities (Khawaja & Stallman, 2011). The authors reported that one of the major academic 

difficulties pertained to the different assignment types, like group work and critical thinking 

tasks, that were commonly used for assessment in Australia but were unfamiliar to international 

students. Highlighting this finding might provide information for lecturers in Australian 

universities to accommodate students who are unfamiliar with assignments other than 

examinations. 
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3. Teacher-student relationship and teaching style 

 
In this fourth sub-theme, participants shared stories that related to how they perceived 

the teacher-student relationship, teaching styles and learning approaches while studying in 

Australia. In more than one story, comparisons and contrasts were made between the Saudi 

Arabian and Australian education systems. A number of participants appreciated the teacher- 

student relationship from various aspects. Nora (P4), for example, expressed her opinion on 

how teachers place themselves close to their students and stated: 

The level of relations between a teacher and a student is great, which you do 

not feel the stratification or firmness. My rights as a student are apparent and 

easily accessible, and no one can deprive me of them. 

 
 

Hasnaa (P1) similarly shared the same opinion with Nora (P4) and commented on the teachers’ 

approachability: 

The teachers' morals are beautiful, and their communication with the students 

is excellent in terms of the personal side…. I liked the teachers' behaviour 

with students, and they were down to earth. They allowed us to talk to them 

if we have a studying difficulty. They help us by talking and supporting us 

positively. 

 
 

Mona (P10) further commented on the valuable opportunity to engage in the classroom 

as an active student: “There is a sense of encouragement to learn, and they always encourage 

us to express opinions even if it is against them so I talk freely with no concern that they would 

take revenge by my grades”. In addition, two PhD candidates gave the same opinion regarding 

the supervisor-student relationship. Nahla (P8) and Arwa (P13) agreed on the great amount of 

guidance and support they received from their research supervisors. Nahla (P8) said: 
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I am studying a PhD and what caught my attention is the cooperation of my 

supervisor and the way of communicating with her. In comparison to my 

study in Saudi Arabia, unfortunately, the supervisor did not help me during 

my Master research degree. He did not read or review any of my work and 

rather he asked me to send it all when it is all done. In contrast to the situation 

here that I meet the supervisor every two weeks, the feedback is constructive 

and in detail. 

 
 

Arwa (P13) also appreciated the help from her supervisor when seeking advice and indicated 

the following: 

In terms of the relationship with the supervisor, our relationship is fantastic, 

and he supports me if I need any help. I contact him first if I have an issue, 

so he guides me to the right person and solution. 

 

 
However, not all participants had great experience with their educators. Wardah (P6) 

shared an unpleasant experience attending the laboratory with Saudi and other students where 

she felt dissatisfied to work with the laboratory supervisor. She mentioned: 

There might be some harassment at the university, especially in the labs. One 

professor expressed underestimating and disrespecting attitudes. He used to 

say that I am not like him and raised his voice when I ask some help for an 

experiment. We were a group of four Saudi female students and if any of us 

asked something he ignored us. But if any of the other students ask, he would 

help them. After several situations we complained about him at the 

international students' affairs, but the problem was not solved. 

 
 

This experience, narrated by Wardah (P6) appeared to be an individual story. Others shared 

positive experiences illustrating evidence that the Australian academics were very considerate 

and accommodating to the participant Saudi women students, thus assisting their adaptation to 
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the Australian academic context. The quotes in general reflected participants’ perceptions 

about the teacher-student level of communication and relationship, which indicated an informal 

and supporting environment for students to express their individual academic views. In 

addition, it expands the findings of previous studies on teacher-empowered relation and limited 

communication with students in Saudi Arabian education. To clarify, scholars reported that 

many teachers in Saudi Arabia practice authority in the classroom (Alnassar & Dow, 2013; 

Elyas & Picard, 2012). This is a typical norm in a collectivist society where high power distance 

is observed (Hofstede, 1986). Thus, most students from such cultures do not feel encouraged 

to take an active role in the classroom or to communicate with teachers in an informal way. 

Yet, easily reaching and communicating with individuals who hold higher positions, like 

lecturers in this situation, reflects the individualistic cultural norm of Australia (Hofstede, 

2017), thus the participants in the current study were able to improve their connection styles 

with their lecturers which led to better involvement with the learning process in some cases. 

Therefore, the teacher-student relationship in the Australian universities that were less 

authoritative and more informal than in Saudi Arabia encouraged students to become active 

learners in the academic environment. 

 
 

Teaching style 

Participants of the current study exposed their unfamiliarity with the practiced teaching 

approaches within Australian universities from two viewpoints. The first viewpoint valued the 

use of technology as a tool in the teaching and learning settings. Four women including Hasnaa 

(P1), Lulu (P3), Nora (P4) and Nahla (P9) commented on the usefulness of technology within 

the academic environment. For example, Nora (P4) liked the use of technology that kept her 

connected with academic requirements and progress. 
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What I liked most about the Australian's education was the reliance on 

technology and constant communication via online system. There is an email 

for each student, linked to the institute where they study. Also, there is a 

student dashboard where I follow all my subjects, assignments, and grades. 

I hope this way will be in our education system. 

 
 

Equally, Nahla (P9) noted the convenience of submitting her assignments and academic forms 

online. Nahla stated: “I noticed here the use of technology and reliance on electronic 

communication such as assignments, booking appointments, and submitting required forms. 

The use of technology makes studying easier”. These views confirmed the findings of recent 

studies (Binsahl, 2018; Mayan, 2019) concluding that Saudi students have a positive perception 

about utilising technology in the learning environment in Australian universities. 

The other viewpoint discussed the limited role of educators and the reliance on many 

sources in the Australian universities which was a challenge during the early stages of their 

journey. In detail, teachers play a major role in Saudi Arabian education as they are the source 

of knowledge. Therefore, joining a university in Australia and getting used to studying from 

various sources was unexpected and difficult for many participants. For example, Dalia (P14) 

described the two contexts as: 

The system of education in Australia depends greatly on the student’s self- 

learning. The role of the teacher is to explain and illustrate during classes. 

The rest of the information can be accessed from other sources such as the 

subject dashboard where more scientific articles, or books are offered. In 

Saudi Arabia, the primary or fundamental source of information is the 

teacher who determines the information from the available curriculum. 

 
 

Furthermore, Latifah (P5) described her initial university experience as: 
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The first two weeks were when I felt most confused, then I started to know 

the system and developed competency. I noticed that the education here 

depends on the student, the extensive reading, and searching for information 

in more than one source for one subject like five or six books. It is very 

different from the education system in Saudi Arabia, which is similar to 

spoon-feeding from the teacher to the student. So, I have difficulty learning 

in this way. 

 
 

The academic background of both primary and higher education settings in Saudi Arabia 

remains highly controlled by the teacher (Abouammoh & Smith, 2013; Elyas & Picard, 2012). 

This means teaching is central and teachers have the authority to make decisions related to 

educational and classrooms matters pertaining the high-power distance of the Saudi Arabian 

culture (Hofstede, 1986). In addition, participants of the current study were confused and 

challenged in becoming independent learners showing their orientation to uncertainty 

avoidance where they felt confused about unstructured or unpredictable learning situations. 

Nevertheless, they interestingly showed levels of high determination to engage with the culture 

of their new academic context and got used to new environment utilising various sources of 

knowledge tools in their respective universities. 

 

4. Being and working in a mixed-gender environment 

 
This sub-theme reports the participants’ reflections on their experience and the 

challenges faced while working or engaging with male students. There are two aspects 

discussed below: (1) the perception about attending mixed-gender classes and (2) the 

experience of working with male classmates. 

First, studying in a mixed-gender setting was not challenging to six participants due to 

their previous experience. Arwa (P13) offered the best description in this regard: “Studying 

and interacting with males is fine to me and I have no problem. Also, my first job before being 
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a lecturer was in a mixed-gender field and it was easy”. Likewise, Latifah (P5) and Farah (P11) 

worked with male colleagues in medical departments before coming to Australia. For instance, 

Farah (P11) expressed: 

I studied nursing in Saudi Arabia, and I had a job there in a mixed 

environment. It gave me experience and learnt how to work with males in 

one place. When I started studying in Australia, it was a similar experience 

to the previous one. I was fine with it. 

From another experience, Miram (P2) had studied overseas before and became used to mixed 

gender classes. She said: “Based on my previous experience of studying in Canada, I had no 

difficulty and studying or interacting with men students was easy”. All other responses 

concerned the impact of previous experience on participants’ perspectives and reactions about 

being and working with males in the South Australian academic context. Five women, Hasnaa 

(P1), Nora (P4), Wardah (P6), Hadeel (P9) and Dalia (P14), explained that in the beginning 

they felt embarrassed sitting next to male classmates and then asked to relocate or introduce 

some communication limits. For instance, Nora (P4) stated: “When I spoke with front desk, 

not to sit next to men during the class, they were very appreciative of the different cultures and 

customs and respected my request”. Similarly, Hasnaa (P1), Wardah (P6) and Dalia (P14) 

highlighted the educators’ understanding of their preferences not to work with male students 

at the beginning of their studies. Wardah (P6) shared: 

As a first experience of interacting with male students, it was embarrassing 

and awkward for me to study in a mixed place. So, I made it clear to the 

teachers that I do not prefer sitting next to boys during classes with the 

exception of group work and the institute was supportive. It was fine after 

that, and I enjoyed my studies. 
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Moreover, one participant pointed out that the presence of Saudi students in the 

universities posed easier and more relaxed settings for her as teachers and staff, as well as 

students, became aware of the Saudi women students’ preferences. Hadeel (P9) indicated: 

I have not encountered any difficulties with them. I find that they are 

respectful and understand the limits of communications. Also, the institute 

has had many Saudi girls and boys, so they know how to deal with girls, 

especially as I wear a full hijab and a niqab, which reflects my religion and 

where I am from. 

In contrast, Zara (P12) and Jamilah (P7) commented on the existence of Saudi students 

in their classes from another angle, Zara (P12) stated: 

I still feel shy sometimes because there are Saudi and other Arab students in 

my classes. Anyway, they know their limits in dealing with girls inside 

classes. For other nationalities, interacting with them occurs only in group 

work projects or discussions and they respectfully understand how to deal 

with girls once they notice the hijab. 

 
 

Three other participants mentioned the discomfort of studying with male students. Nahla 

(P8) commented: 

Studying with males is an inconvenient experience. It is my first time of 

attending classes with male students. My conversation or interaction may 

show that I am comfortable, but it is not internally, this is my feeling. I 

always make sure to choose a seat that is next to the girls; however, if a boy 

sits beside me, I try to get up and change my place. It gets on my nerves if 

they get embarrassed but usually my colleagues are very respectful. 

 
 

Dalia (P14) explained how studying with male students impacted on her active 

engagement in the classroom. She said: “Studying abroad was my first experience of direct 
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interaction with the other gender. So, attending a mixed class for a long time was affecting my 

behaviours. I was embarrassed to ask questions and usually responded with short answers”. 

This sub-theme presented the Saudi women students’ perception and experience 

attending mixed gender educational settings in Australia. As early noted in section 2.3, the 

Saudi Arabia educational system is based on gender-segregated principles (Alamri, 2011; Baki, 

2004), in contrast to the Australian academic environments. Thus, when moving overseas many 

Arab and Muslim students are concerned about learning in a mixed class and the importance 

of participating in group work or interacting with the opposite gender (Nasir & Al-Amin, 

2006). In the current study, while six participants felt no difficulty attending mixed gender 

academic settings since they have previously studied or worked in similar environments, the 

remaining eight participants felt discomfort and challenges as they had not been in such settings 

before. However, such feelings lasted only for a short time and early on when joining classes 

because participants adapted to the practice of learning and working with the opposite gender 

as part of the educational experience in Australia. This finding challenges Alhazmi and 

Nyland’s (2010) argument that the mixed-gender environment was the most challenging 

experience for Saudi females. Yet, it confirms the finding that the longer Saudi women are 

exposed to the culture of Western academic environment, the more adaptation they experienced 

(Alsahafi & Shin, 2017; Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015; Orth, 2015; Sandekian et 

al., 2015). 

 

5. Managing multiple roles 

 
Managing a number of roles was a new situation to seven of the fourteen participants. 

Being a sister and student, or a wife, mother and student was a heavy responsibility for many 

participants. Responsibilities were viewed from two perspectives: how they become 

responsible for new roles, and how it was challenging to manage such roles. 
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For the first group, three participants were accompanied by their younger brothers for the 

entire duration of their journey and had great support from them. In one case, a brother who 

came with his sister was eligible to benefit from the scholarship and enrolled at university 

attending his own undergraduate studies. Lulu (P3) said: 

At the beginning of the scholarship, my brother was studying at the same 

university. So, he used to be busy, and he had the same academic 

commitments that I had. So, we were helping each other toward house chores 

such as one cooks, and the other person cleans up. 

 
 

Also, Farah (P11) used to spend a lot of time attending her nursing classes and relied on her 

brother for cooking or doing house chores. She stated: 

I came here with my brother. He does not like to go out a lot and prefers 

being with his friends or staying at home because he does not study. I even 

rely on him a lot to do chores and cooking. 

 
 

In contrast, being a mother and student was challenging for eight participants who were 

looking after their children and attending to their studies too. The challenge was best described 

by Nora (P4): 

Different class times is something I struggled with sometimes. When I 

studied in Saudi Arabia, the hours were limited from morning to noon. While 

I have classes here in the morning, noon or the afternoon, which is very 

tiring, and I cannot balance my studies with my child's needs and home 

duties. 

 
 

Likewise, Nahla (P8) a mother of four children described her situation as having to meet the 

demands of all roles: “The experience of being here as a mother and a student is the hardest 

thing I have ever faced. It is one of the difficulties I am facing right now”. Moreover, a student 
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who was also a mother, Latifah (P5), shared her situation that her husband was not available to 

look after her young child: 

I had two subjects that started at 5 pm, which was very difficult at the 

beginning. I cried for two weeks once I knew the timing of the classes 

because my child was only 4 months old, and my husband is a surgeon and 

on call at any emergency time. I had no one to babysit my child. 

 
 

In another example, Dalia (P14) also explained her experience caring for her two 

teenagers who needed to understand the overseas living experience. 

Managing different roles is challenging. I am like an iron woman. I needed 

to balance between children and their needs because I was very keen to take 

care of them intellectually, religiously, and to clarify the difference in 

religion and society between Australia and Saudi Arabia. 

 
 

In line with the previously noted requirement of Saudi scholarships for international 

female students, all participants had been accompanied by their male relative, brother or 

husband, and children. In addition, section 2.4.2 depicted societal gendered roles, in the context 

of Saudi Arabia, that men usually care for financial needs and women look after family 

members. In the current study, three participants came with their brothers, and nine came with 

their husbands/children. Findings on the academic experience identified that participants 

encountered several difficulties in relation to the actual engagement with the new educational 

environment, as well as the completion of various assignments. Hence, being Saudi 

international female students in Australian universities had its own burden, given the new 

academic context as well as being responsible for the accompanying family members’ care. 

Singles who came with brothers managed better than participants who were mothers. Saudi 

women students who were mothers had the burden of responsibility towards their children and 
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their studies. This affirms previous findings on international students who are mothers who 

report difficulty in managing their roles (Alhajjuj, 2016; Alqahtani & Pfeffer, 2017; Behboodi 

Moghadam et al., 2017). 

 

6. Religious and cultural practices in the institutions 

 
This sub-theme reported how participants described their own experience wearing their 

traditional dress and offering Islamic practices at their respective academic institutions in South 

Australia. Regarding the experience of wearing the traditional dress in any chosen style, a 

number of participants who wore abaya with niqab reported that their lecturers and classmates, 

as well as staff, were respectful and did not show any negative responses. To illustrate, Hasnaa 

(P1) felt confident by the large number of other Saudi women attending the same institution 

and wearing similar styles. She stated: “I wear abaya and niqab, so it was fine at the institute 

because the presence of other Saudi women students which was great”. Wardah (P6) had the 

opposite situation, being the only Saudi woman studying in the institution, yet she continued 

wearing it. Wardah (P6) stated: “Wearing niqab and abaya was unique and noticeable in the 

institute, but they accepted it, and no one bothered me about it”. 

Commenting from a different perspective, Lulu (P3) stated that neither her local 

classmates nor educators treated her differently based on her dress style. In fact, she felt as 

accepted as any other woman student regardless of outer appearance. She stated: “They were 

keen to let me share with them and made me feel equal intellectually and personally without 

looking at my abaya with niqab style”. In contrast, Jamilah (P7) was unwelcomed when 

engaging in some class activities, especially given she looked distinctive from other students 

in the class. Jamilah (P7) described her feelings in one situation when all classmates gathered 

to take a picture after class activity: “It was uncomfortable because I wore niqab and some 

students refused to be in the picture”. As a result, Jamilah (P7) decided to take the niqab off 

and continued to wear the abaya covering her body and leaving her face exposed. The students 
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in class did not feel comfortable interacting with her, especially when she was fully covering 

her face except the eyes. Thus, she decided to take off the niqab and expose her face to allow 

easier interaction with the students. 

Nevertheless, Nahla (P8) had not noted any objection to her wearing abaya and niqab 

within her university context, yet she did not feel comfortable having to wear them for long 

hours. She mentioned: “I am not comfortable to wear my abaya all the time, especially that I 

am wearing a niqab on”. Her response, as well as that of others, indicated a comparison of 

previous and present academic experience. As stated in section 2.3, the Saudi Arabian system 

of education is gender segregated whereby public universities and schools are for males or 

females. Thus, hijab, jilbab or abaya and niqab would usually be worn outside females’ schools 

and university campuses. In contrast, because participants were attending mixed-gender 

academic context, they continued to wear their traditional dress with respect to their varying 

styles. Hence, the impact of previous experience may contribute to the contradictory experience 

of whether to wear abaya and niqab. 

Participants also spoke about the experience of having to pray and break their fasting 

during Ramadan at certain times that could fall during class hours. In this regard, several 

women stated that their institutions were equipped with appropriate facilities allowing them to 

practice their religion completely. To illustrate, Hasnaa (P1) noted: “There were specific places 

for ablution and praying at the institute as well as a special place for Friday prayer during 

school hours”. Repeatedly, Miram (P2) from another institution, said: “Thankfully there is a 

prayer room available with all the facilities and needs for prayer”. 

Some educators showed understanding and allowed participants to attend their prayers 

or break their fast at specific times. For example, Mona (P10) stated: 

Normally I go to pray and return to my class but in Ramadan I had a class 

during Iftar time, so I break my fast and pray, then I return to the class. 
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Getting out of class is okay, and I do not need permission because teachers 

know already and were okay for me to go for praying or breaking fast then 

coming back. 

 
 

Farah (P11) reflected in more detail how the educators were considerate in allowing 

students to attend their prayers without interrupting the class times. She said: 

When I was studying at the language centre, there were more Muslim and 

Saudi students. We all used to pray together. Then the teacher became aware 

and allowed us to pray in groups and warned us not to be late. There was an 

equipped place for prayer and ablution. On the other hand, there were few 

Muslim students in the university, yet when I asked for praying, they would 

allow me to pray. 

 
 

Noting that above statements by participants who attended different universities, it seems 

that some universities were receptive toward the needs of Muslim men and women students. 

Nora (P4) felt such respect and stated that: 

Honestly, they appreciate the time and the significance of prayer for us. All 

the prayers pass during my class hours, especially in Ramadan, but I go out 

for praying during break time. There are two separate prayer rooms, one for 

women, and another for men. 

 
 

Also, Arwa (P13) affirmed same receptiveness from the universities that have 

appropriate facilities to accommodate the needs of Muslim students. She indicated: “In general, 

the university has a mosque dedicated to Muslims and in Ramadan they provide Iftar daily. 

Honestly, the university and even the students have receptiveness to different religions and 

cultures”. Furthermore, Wardah (P6) commented on how she valued the availability of all 

needed facilities within the university stating that it felt like she is studying at home: “It was 
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easier to pray in the university because there is a fully equipped prayer room in each building, 

which I thank them for as it feels like I am in a Saudi university”. 

From another view, two participants stated that there was no praying facility in their 

universities nor was there an available one close by. For example, Nahla (P8), a PhD 

participant, complained about the location of the prayer room and said: “For prayer times, I 

face difficulty always because I spend a long time at the university. I know that there is a prayer 

room in the university, but it is located far from my office, so I do not go there. When it is the 

time, I mostly pray next to my desk in my studying space”. 

This section reported participants experiences of cultural dressing styles and offering 

religious practices while being involved in the everyday educational context in South Australia. 

From a general perception it was expected that participants could be wearing one of the three 

styles noted in Chapter Two: (1) abaya with niqab to cover the face and the entire body with a 

loose dress, (2) jilbab to cover the entire body without the face, and (3) hijab to cover the head 

without the face and wearing normal dress such as blouses or jackets and pants or long skirts 

(DeCoursey, 2017; Slininger, 2014). There were different experiences by participants as some 

continued to wear the abaya and niqab and one took off the niqab. Most participants reflected 

great respect within the context of their various academic institutions toward their choice of 

dressing style and attendance of Islamic practices during class times. Also, participants largely 

agreed that their institutions were receptive and accommodating to their needs as Muslim 

students through offering suitable facilities like separate prayer rooms. Furthermore, educators 

showed positive responses and understanding towards the needs of participants to offer prayers 

and break fast in specific times during the class. These situations pinpoint some changes in the 

receptiveness to the various needs of international Muslim students in Australia. To clarify, 

previous studies on the adjustment experiences of Muslim students in different Australian 

universities concluded less satisfaction on the provision of appropriate facilities and services 
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within the university campuses (Asmar et al., 2004; Novera, 2004). While other authors 

indicated that one of the main difficulties faced by the Muslim men and women students was 

the lack of specific facilities for them, the participants of current study noted the availability of 

appropriate facilities as well as better understanding from educators in most South Australian 

universities and language centres. Additionally, the noted changes observed in offering specific 

facilities and the educators’ awareness of specific cultural dressing or Islamic practices suggest 

that Australia’s higher education would be recognised as a multicultural context that adapts to 

the various needs of an increasingly diverse student cohort. Though Australian institutions are 

secular, tolerated faith and supported religious diversity towards international Muslim 

students’ needs within campuses has helped them be connected to their religious faiths 

(Possamai et al., 2016). 

6.2.1   Summary of academic experience 

The seven sub-themes reported the academic experience of Saudi women students in 

South Australia. It described participants’ views and responses on studying in a different 

educational culture. Overall, many participants identified challenges which they encountered 

early when joining the new academic context. Nevertheless, the responses reflect a positive 

academic experience after getting used to the differences, and an improvement in learning skills 

to meet the academic expectations of Australian institutions. In addition, some aspects revealed 

participants’ experience dressing in their cultural styles and practicing their religious tasks. The 

following section will present the findings with regard to the participants’ socio-cultural 

experiences. 

 

6.3 Second theme: Socio-cultural experience 

 
This second main theme reports and discusses findings of how participants describe their 

socio-cultural experience while living in the South Australian context. Two sub-themes of the 
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Aspects of sub-theme in the socio-cultural 
experience 

• Sub-theme: first stage of transition 

1. Gaining knowledge about the destination 

2. Arranging for arrival 

3. Securing accommodations 

4. Using transportation 

• Sub-theme: second stage of transition 

1. Different social aspects between contexts 

2. Making friendship 

3. Being Muslim women: sense of recognition and harassment 

4. Experiencing homesickness 

transition’s stages will depict the participants’ experiences while living in the society and 

culture of South Australia. Figure 10 below shows the presentation of aspects per sub-theme. 

 

 

 
Figure 10. Aspects of socio-cultural experience 

 

 

6.3.1 Sub-theme: First stage of transition 

This sub-theme refers to a number of aspects that participants consider important when 

preparing for travel. The socio-cultural experience began at the time participants prepared to 

depart Saudi Arabia and transit temporarily as international students in South Australia. During 

this stage, the participants indicated their needs were to: (1) gain knowledge about the 

destination, (2) arrange for arrival pick up, and then after arrival, their experience of (3) 

securing accommodation and (4) using transportation. 

 

1. Gaining knowledge about the destination 

 
More than half the participants in the current study stated that they used a number of 

sources to gain knowledge about what they needed to know before travelling, based on their 
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different essential needs. To explain, four participants, including Miram (P2), Lulu (P3), 

Latifah (P5) and Jamilah (P7), affirmed that reading about Saudi students’ experiences was an 

informative source to find out about the living basics in South Australia. In detail, the forum 

they used as a source (name withheld) is organised into sections of countries and members 

provide information on almost all needs of Saudi students while being overseas. Lulu (P3) 

explained that this special website was the main source of information: 

I used to read in a forum named… for Saudi international students… 

Students write about their experiences and share tips, problems, or solutions 

to the difficulties they face… I read about the lifestyle, the people, the ways 

to use transportation, and how to get accommodation. 

 
 

While those participants benefited from reading about previous students’ experiences, others 

like Mona (P10), Farah (P11), and Zara (P12) sought information on social media platforms. 

To illustrate, Mona (P10) stated: 

I read about the place and contacted people here regarding studying…I relied 

on the library for reading, which provided me with information, and I asked 

about how difficult it is to study and everything related to it. Then I started 

watching YouTube, the university's channel and its information, and other 

social media programs such as Telegram. … I read before travelling about 

the best bank, the best mobile's company and electricity. I was reading and 

setting my needs. Then I chose everything before arrival. 

The last statement in her quote reflects that reading about many things of the new destination 

was beneficial for P10 and that she made a number of choices and learnt about basics before 

travelling. Similarly, Zara (P12) also stated her source of information was Twitter’s platform 

reading about the city she would be travelling to. In addition, Zara made contact with some 

students who were already in South Australia. She said: “I used to read a lot on social media, 

especially Twitter. I would write a city's name and lookup using both Arabic and English… I 
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communicated with some students there”. Likewise, reaching out and connecting with people 

residing in South Australia was Arwa’s source for information before travelling. Arwa (P13) 

said: 

I asked friends and reached out to some people and families who live in South 

Australia about the weather, the use of public transportation, and the best 

accommodation areas because I will be living alone. I almost knew all the 

information I needed before travelling. 

 
 

Since participants were coming to South Australia for the first time, it seemed important 

for them to know about student life through developing knowledge from available information 

from various sources. In addition, three mother participants who brought their children had to 

arrange their children’s admission to schools prior to travelling, as this was a pre-condition for 

receiving an Australian visa. In this matter, Nahla (P8), a mother of three school-aged children, 

stated that: “The system here issues visas for children only on the condition of providing 

admissions for schools, so I communicated with their schools while I was still in Saudi Arabia”. 

This finding regarding gaining knowledge by the participants in the pre-departure stage 

is depicted in one view - the uncertainty avoidance - as a cultural feature of Saudi Arabians. 

The cultural dimensions model reported high scores of uncertainty avoidance, meaning that 

individuals need clear rules (I. Hofested, 2017). This is depicted by the participants’ quotes 

when they unintentionally referred to their reading and learning behaviours to develop some 

knowledge and be prepared to live in a new and different context. In another view, the practice 

of gaining knowledge and being prepared before travel was similar to that found in other studies 

in the literature on international students’ information seeking behaviour. Advancements in 

communication and technological tools have changed the way international students access 

knowledge and seek of information (Alzougool et al., 2013; Kim, 2013). Therefore, the need 

to gain knowledge and learn about the destination became an expected behaviour of 
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international students in the pre-departure stage. Yet, some factors could influence the type of 

information that students seek (Kim, 2013). Quite rightly, coming alone or coming with 

children was found to influence specific information that participants of the current study were 

concerned about learning before coming to Australia. Furthermore, this finding is in line with 

previous work noting that international students preferred to access pre-departure information 

using home country sources, rather than those of their destination country (Alzougool et al., 

2013). In this sub-theme many participants noted that they used to read from a data source 

website. This frequently cited source (name withheld) was developed by Saudi Arabian 

students who study overseas to help new students learn about destinations, and current or 

previous students share information regarding the scholarship experience. Reading the 

experience of individuals from the same cultural background would clarify many aspects for 

newcomers according to the assumption that they are coming from same cultural norms and 

possibly would share the same concerns. This is in line with the finding of Binsahl et al. (2020) 

and Orth (2015) who report that the Saudi students generally benefitted from reports or 

recommendations made by reliable Saudi individuals who had lived in Australia in gaining 

knowledge about children’s schools and other life needs. 

 

2. Arranging for arrival 

 
Not only was learning about the destination and organising schools for children done 

prior travel, but arranging for arrival pick up and relevant settlement needs was also done prior 

to travel. Prior to leaving Saudi Arabia, many participants opted to contact people who already 

were living in South Australia. One group of five participants communicated with the Saudi 

students’ association to pick them up upon arrival. For this matter, Hasnaa (P1), who was 

travelling overseas for the first time, stated: 

I had prior contact with the Saudi club. They sent me someone who 

welcomed us at the airport, and they were picking me up and dropping me 
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off to the language centre for a week… the manager of the club himself and 

one of the members helped us until we were ultimately settled. 

 
 

Also, Nora (P4) who was travelling overseas for the second time shared: 

 

 

The experience of arrival was lovely and beautiful. Before travelling, my 

husband sent messages to different Saudi students' websites, so everything 

was organized, and they arranged for us a temporary accommodation. When 

we landed, there was more than one car one for us and another for our bags. 

After the arrival, they brought us dinner and covered our basic needs in the 

first days. 

 
 

Thus, the Saudi students’ association service was available to all students whether they 

had travelled before or not, providing the offered services for newcomers. Another group of 

six participants communicated with their Saudi friends who were studying at the time in South 

Australia. For example, Lulu (P3), Warda (P6), Nahla (P8), Hadeel (P9), Farah (P11) and Zara 

(P12) were all welcomed by their friends. To illustrate, Hadeel (P9) stated: “When we arrived, 

our friends were waiting at the airport for us. They drove us home and brought a delicious 

dinner”. Friends’ help was also reflected in Farah’s story, but in a different way. At the time 

Farah (P11) reached out to her friend to arrange the arrival pick up, the friend was on holiday 

but offered to communicate with a hosting family to meet Farah at the airport. Farah (P11) 

informed: 

One of my friends arranged everything for me. She coordinated with a 

hosting family who welcomed me at the airport, and they drove us to the 

accommodation… I thank my friend because she helped me even though she 

was in Saudi Arabia. 
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Almost all previous stories indicated pleasant arrival experiences, however, unfortunately one 

participant reported an unpleasant arrival story. Mona came with her husband with no 

arrangement for pick up, so they hired a taxi to drive them to the hotel. Mona (P10) narrated: 

We had a bad situation with the taxi driver who picked us from the airport to 

the hotel. He was non-Australian nationality and asked me which country I 

came from, so I said Saudi Arabia then he got upset and started saying bad 

words and insulting us. 

 
 

This sub-theme explored how participants started their journey into South Australia, once 

they had gained adequate knowledge about Australia and began to arrange for their arrival. 

Two ways that were found to be very helpful in getting eleven of the participants settled with 

less difficulty upon arrival were: (1) communicating with Saudi students’ associations, and (2) 

communicating with Saudi friends in South Australia. The participants’ behaviour of reaching 

out to people at the destination as well as the willingness of those who were readily offering 

help and immediate support reflected the collectivist nature of Saudi Arabian culture and 

norms. Saudi Arabian people value relationships and like to benefit their group members 

greatly (Hofstede, 1983; Hofstede, 2017). This is evident from the different quotes above, 

which indicate how Saudis either working in association or alone provided help for those 

arriving in South Australia for the first time, that members of the same culture are integrated 

into cohesive groups that care for each other interdependently. Nonetheless, the arrangement 

for arrival with the Saudi association or friends who already reside in the host destination prior 

to travelling has not been reported in the literature on Saudi international students’ overseas 

experiences. 
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3. Securing accommodation 

 
Participants had contrasting experiences whilst looking for accommodation. One group 

got their accommodation with few challenges compared to the others. More than half of the 

participants had easily secured their accommodation after arrival based on a number of factors 

including early communication with Saudi individuals living in South Australia and prior 

knowledge on the process of searching and finding suitable accommodation. For instance, 

Hasnaa (P1) contacted a Saudi student who had finished his study: “The process we had to get 

our accommodation was easy; we got it within two weeks of our arrival because we had the 

apartment with all the furniture and essential items from a Saudi student who graduated”. 

Similarly, Dalia (P14) stated: “Before travelling, we communicated with the Saudi club, they 

helped us to access a full accommodation with furniture”. 

Furthermore, Nahla (P8) asked her brother who was in South Australia to help with 

accommodation arrangements: “He prepared everything before my arrival like finding and 

renting a house, buying furnishings and providing all the basic needs”. In contrast, Miram (P2) 

relied on her previous experience living in Canada and was aware of the process of finding 

accommodation: “As for accommodation, the search was easy and personal without any help. 

We chose something suitable for us based on our previous experience in Canada”. 

In contrast, other participants narrated a challenging experience to secure their 

accommodation. Jamilah (P7) explained her situation, playing the main role, learning about the 

rental process and dealing with agencies. 

The search for a house was a painful experience because the process here is 

tiring and their way of showing houses in no more than 15 minutes. This may 

be at the last hour of the day, so it happened to be at my school time. I had 

to take permission from the institute. Also, the waiting period to get an 

offer/rejection of the homeowner was taking a long time too… the hardest 

thing we faced was learning about the regulations and the way to deal with 
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others such as the real estate agencies to get accommodation because my 

brother does not speak English and I had to be with him every time we 

inspect a property. 

 
 

Two women also noted the different processes between Saudi Arabia and Australia. Mona 

(P10) said: 

It was challenging to find a residence. I knew that it needed time, but I did 

not expect that would last long. We found out that the procedures are very 

different from Saudi Arabia, so we had been living in a hotel for a month 

until we found a suitable accommodation. 

 
 

Farah (P11) elaborated: 

 

The journey of looking for accommodation was tiring. It lasted for a month, 

and I had school every day. The difficulty was the way of searching through 

offices but offices' working hours were the same as my school. It was 

stressful every time to get out of class. Even the way of searching and 

choosing between houses needs an effort starting from pre-reservations. I 

had to look at the home, fill in the application, and collect supporting 

documents. Then I waited for a reply from the owners of the house. It really 

took a long tiring time. 

Living in an appropriate place would greatly help international students to feel secure, 

especially at the early arrival stage. However, according to the quotes presented above, not all 

participants were lucky in finding accommodation soon after arrival, especially those who had 

not communicated with people or had previous knowledge about the process. Hence, the need 

to secure appropriate accommodation was one of the stressful matters they had to solve as for 

most international students after arrival in an overseas country (Grayson, 2008). Examining the 

participants’ experience in the current study about securing their accommodation in South 

Australia can be discussed from two perspectives: (1) participants as Saudi women going 
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through this experience and taking the main role for first time, and (2) participants being 

international students in a new context. First, all participants, except three, were the main 

recipients of scholarships meaning that all required documents to rent accommodation giving 

their names, not their accompanying male family member. Hence, they needed to be present at 

all times while inspecting a place, to validate the requested papers. Apparently, this process 

was stressful and new for some participants because while living in Saudi Arabia they were 

mostly relying on their husbands and fathers with such processes. Yet when moving to South 

Australia the role changed and they had to go through the process themselves, communicating 

with landlords or agents when meeting requirements. This was especially true when their 

accompanying male did not speak English. Those participants implied discomfort at having to 

deal with males due to the norm of a gender-segregated society, which strongly discourages 

any interaction with non-relative men. This finding expands on the study of Binsahl (2018) 

indicating that Saudi women students feel concerned about securing accommodation 

themselves with less dependence on their male accompanying members after moving to study 

in Australia. 

Second, almost all participants attended their classes in the first weeks of their arrival, 

therefore those who were still looking for accommodation struggled every time they needed to 

leave when a lesson clashed with accommodation inspections schedules. Owing to their 

cultural academic context, educators are placed in high power position (Alnassar & Dow, 

2013), and out-of-topic interruptions are not expected. Thus, as Saudi women who had just 

joined the new system of education and begun attending their class in South Australia, they 

were not accustomed to asking for permission to leave to inspect a property on a frequent basis. 

Indeed, this argument was noted by Ryan and Twibell (2000) pointing out that not all 

international students perform effectively within an environment with different norms and 

rules. This stressful situation - balancing studies in the new academic context as well as meeting 
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the urgent need to find accommodation - is consistent with the findings of Sawir et al. (2008) 

that international students are reluctant to deal with landlords in the host country. 

 

4. Using transportation 

 
There were similar stories of complex experiences shared by all participants describing 

the use of public or private transportation in South Australia, and these are not unexpected 

considering the norm of the home context where public transportation is not commonly used 

by women (Alshabibi, 2019). Thus, the norm for most participants is to be driven; however, as 

early settlement in the new context, they had to use public transportation at least for some time 

upon arrival and this was perceived differently. For Lulu (P3) and Nora (P4) the overseas 

experience developed their own independence and allowed more convenience in commuting 

alone without relying on a male relative. Lulu (P3) referred to her previous living experience 

in Canada in terms of ease of use of the buses after settling in South Australia. 

We do not have public transportation in Saudi Arabia, but I learned how to 

use it in Canada, so when arrived here I used it easily. I only had to know the 

buses' numbers and stops' locations. In our culture, my brother should drive 

me everywhere, but while we were in Australia, I would not ask him to drive 

me, I would use the bus. 

 
 

Nora (P4) also relied on previous experience living in the United Kingdom stating that: “It was 

easy because Britain had almost the same system”. In comparison, several participants 

including Farah (P11) and Zara (P12) had some difficulty until they become used to it. For 

instance, Zara (P12) stated: “It happened that I got lost many times, until I learned how to use 

transportation”. Likewise, Farah (P11) informed: “It was tiring because I did not know how to 

use it”. 

Others like Hasnaa (P1), Miram (P2), Latifah (P5), Wardah (P6), Jamilah (P7), Nahla 

(P8), Hadeel (P9) and Dalia (P14) used buses less and were driven by their husbands or brothers 
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for different reasons. For one reason, two women were not successful in learning how to use 

buses. As a result, Hasnaa (P1) decided to buy a car: “At the beginning of using transportation, 

we got on the bus, and we were lost because we did not know how to use it. Then we bought a 

private car”. Likewise, Jamilah (P7) depended on taxis: “We were more dependent on taxis 

because my brother and I did not know how to use the bus”. For another reason, Nahla (P8) 

benefitted from her brother driving them before getting their own car: “After we got here, we 

did not have a car and my brother was in charge of our transportation until my husband bought 

a car”. Nevertheless, Arwa (P13) depended on driving herself since she was living alone: “I 

rely on myself because I live alone. I have my car and I drive myself”. 

Few participants relied on public transportation while commuting in South Australia. Of 

those who did, two benefitted from previous experience having lived in another country and 

two needed some time until they become familiar. However, the majority instead preferred 

private transport being driven by their husbands, hiring taxis, or driving themselves most times. 

The variations across all situations whether using public or private transportations could be 

linked to the fact that public transportation in Saudi Arabia is not commonly used and women 

mostly rely on a family member or private driver when commuting (Al-Garawi & 

Kamargianni, 2022; Alshabibi, 2019). Hence, living in a different context allowed number of 

participants to learn to use public transportation and become independent when going to their 

universities or undertaking daily activities. Yet, it should be stated that this change of 

perception and behaviour was not easy for all, and some of them got lost or felt less privacy 

and this resulted in the preference of private mobility involving buying their own cars or hiring 

taxies. This finding, to some extent, aligned with previous research on Arab women students, 

particularly women from Saudi Arabia, which reported easy movements relied on the 

availability of different public transportation and greater convenience and freedom in overseas 

contexts including Australia (Binsahl, 2018; Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015). 
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Furthermore, the current study confirms the strong impact of cultural norms on the participants’ 

choices. Although accessibility to public transportation in South Australia was available, many 

Saudi women decided to use it less and preferred to be driven. In one way, this could indicate 

respect to the gendered role of the Saudi culture that men are responsible for caring for their 

women (Alhazmi, 2013). In another way, the conservative values and opinions can explain 

why many participants preferred private transportation. As stated earlier in sections 2.4.1 and 

2.4.2, the guardianship and gender-segregated practices encourage Saudi women to reduce 

contact and communication with non-related men. Thus, when being driven by their husbands 

or brothers they avoid situations that involve speaking or sitting next to non-related men and 

this protects their privacy. 

The section above explained participants’ experiences during their first stage transiting 

to South Australia. Four aspects identified and discussed by the majority of participants were: 

learning about the new destination, arranging for pick up on arrival, securing accommodation, 

and using transportation. Within each aspect, some participants reported an easy experience 

while settling in their host country, but others found they had to face challenges. The next 

section will delve further into the exploration of participants’ living experiences after 

settlement. 

6.3.2 Sub-theme: Second stage of transition 

In this second stage, the fourteen Saudi women participants narrated how they have lived 

in South Australia and how it varied from Saudi Arabia in many aspects. The participants 

shared stories about (1) different social aspects between contexts, (2) making friendships, (3), 

being Muslim women: sense of recognition and harassment, and (4) experiencing 

homesickness. 
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1. Different social life aspects between contexts 

 
One of the first topics that participants noted about their socio-cultural experience in the 

host context was the differences regarding several matters. From a general view, two 

participants reflected awareness on the differences which could justify the modification of 

some behaviours or perceptions at later stages to live in the new context. For instance, Hasnaa 

(P1) described her view as international student moving to live away from her home country: 

I think that a person who moves to a new place to live, he/she must get 

used to the new way of life in all its aspects. I consider it mandatory for 

the student to learn from the beginning. I learnt about the system of living 

in Australia and stick to it since I study and live in their country. 

 
 

Additionally, Lulu (P3) showed understanding of the differences across cultures and 

stated that her previous overseas living experience had greatly helped her in Australia: “It is 

impossible to have the same customs and culture in two different places. But according to my 

previous study experience in Canada, I had a perception of various cultures and traditions”. 

More specifically, almost all participants discussed a number of aspects they had to deal with 

differently from what they were used to, considering their new situation being international 

students in a new context. Aspects include finance and living standards, independence from 

family and freedom from commitments and cultural holidays. 

 
 

Finance and living standards 

Many participants commented on the differences of financial and living standards 

between their present experience as international students in South Australia and previous 

experience living in their home country. 

From one viewpoint of their financial situation, three participants found a better situation 

after leaving their own society and becoming international students. To explain, Nora (P4) 
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noted that customs of traditional society, in both home and host contexts, have the power to 

affect financial needs. Nora (P4) described the differences: 

There is a difference when I compare relations and society between here and 

Saudi Arabia. The biggest thing I have noticed in Saudi Arabia is social 

hypocrisy, over-hospitality, and relationships with friends. Here, the 

friendship and the way of hospitality varied, and the connection is great 

without cost. We learned from their living standards. 

 
 

Dalia (P14) also expressed her present experience not needing to spend great amounts of money 

as she would do to greet family or friends back in Saudi Arabia: 

After moving to study in Australia the financial needs varied. I used to spend 

a lot of money for family obligations and occasionally for friends’ 

celebrations. However, the financial obligations became less because there 

were no more family or friends’ events to celebrate. 

 
 

Thus, those women felt better living in a different society in which relations with others 

were restricted to fewer people. Although the context of international students may require a 

good level of finance, the three participants initially did not report any difficulties. Rather, they 

reported good control in prioritizing different needs other than spending money on family or 

friends’ relationships as a practiced custom of Saudi Arabian society. From another viewpoint, 

it was a difficult situation for those who had to take the responsibility of managing financial 

needs. First, before coming to Australia, three women were not used to being responsible for 

financial obligations. However, being the recipient of scholarship, they had to take that role 

and learn new skills. For illustration, Lulu (P3) stated: 

Financial matters were not one of my interests because the house belongs to 

my father, so the bills like electricity and the internet were entirely my 



185  

father's job. I had nothing to do with it, but I learned how to deal with 

financial matters during the scholarship. 

 
 

Farah (P11) similarly indicated that living overseas made her responsible and aware of the 

financial tasks that used to be done by her parents. 

The responsibility brings a heavy burden that I had to do everything such as 

managing living expenses. I was not aware of it in Saudi Arabia, but I was 

shocked when I came here. I should be responsible for water bills, gas, 

electricity, rental household stuff. My parents were in charge of all these 

responsibilities, but it is on me now. 

Nevertheless, moving across countries as international students entails a number of 

variations, not only about finance, but also about living standards. Seven participants compared 

their living standards in the home and host contexts. For one group, four women, Nora (P4), 

Warda (P6), Zara (P12) and Arwa (P13), indicated that they had similar situations of living in 

smaller properties and doing household chores by themselves. Thus, settling into a new living 

context in a different arrangement as international students was not a big difference. To 

represent this group, Arwa (P13) described: “As for the standard of living, it is almost the same 

in Saudi Arabia. I did not have a maid or a driver too. Also, for cooking and cleaning, I rely on 

myself too.” 

In contrast, the other group of three participants, Latifah (P5), Mona (P10) and Dalia 

(P14), had a different living standard and because of that, when they settled in the new context, 

they reported positive developments. For example, Mona (P10) reported that different living 

standards made her develop personal skills. 

The standard of living here is different since it is a small house and without 

a maid or driver. The complete responsibility is on me, so it is not as same 

as in Saudi Arabia. But this is a chance to live at a level other than what I am 

used to. 
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Similarly, Dalia (P14) also shared how the different lifestyle impacted her and her children 

positively “After living here for a while my children became responsible for their needs. I am 

thrilled that my children have acquired some skills such as self-learning and independence 

despite their young age”. 

This aspect reflected variations of financial needs and living standards showing different 

views about being international students living in a different context. Most of the participants 

in the current research shared positive stories on how they benefited from the differences of 

financial needs and living standards, expressing it was easy and manageable to live in a 

different context. This finding contrasts with some literature (Gu et al., 2010; Khanal & Gaulee, 

2019) which suggested that living in a different context as international students can be 

challenging, in most cases specifically around financial and living matters. Because all 

participants and their accompanying family members were fully sponsored by their 

scholarship, almost no challenge in the financial aspect was noted. In fact, the experience being 

an international student was valuable to many of them. Nevertheless, some participants of the 

current study showed a high level of independence and an ability to manage financial needs 

that were new responsibilities for them. Surprisingly, because these participants were the main 

students, they were forced to take on financial tasks typically considered a man’s responsibility 

in the Saudi Arabian culture. This confirms that Saudi women have the capability to adapt to 

living in new context where social tasks differ from their regular ones in their home country 

(Alhajjuj, 2015; Bar, 2017; Binsahl, 2018). 

 
Independence from family and commitments 

Another matter that five participants talked about was the impact of the strong 

communication with extended family and related commitments. The structure of society in 

Saudi Arabia seemed to reflect a strong connection with families and relevant members as one 
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of their cultural features (Hofstede, 1983; Hofstede, 2017). Nonetheless, such strong 

connections were reported to be a stress factor for a number of the women, and the living away 

from the family brought some measure of independence. From one perspective, two 

participants noted the different social relations within home and host contexts, referring to it 

being a better situation having less communication with relatives and friends while being in 

Australia. Miram (P2) stated: 

I noticed a wide difference in relations with others. In Saudi Arabia, my 

accommodation is close to my family, and we have many family events. My 

mother always asks us to attend all occasions. However, the situation here is 

different and better. 

 
 

Another example, given by Hasnaa (P1), noted the benefits of fewer social commitments 

in the new context. 

Social life is better because there is no family relatives whom I should meet 

regularly. My friendships here are limited but if there is a visit, it could be 

once a month. While in Saudi Arabia, on the other side, I cannot skip family 

visits, events and traditions, we must stick to our relatives. This bond is 

stressful physically, mentally, and socially too, but compared to the situation 

during my study here, the mental health is better because the stress may only 

be for study's matters. 

 
 

From another perspective, two participants commented on better control of the couple’s 

and children’s relationship as they were not being counselled directly by extended family 

members. Nora (P4) shared: 

From my experience in studying overseas, I noticed that the relationship 

between couples improves a lot. There is an opportunity to live alone without 

interference from the parents or close members who may influence on the 

couple. I feel that I got to know my husband more. 
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Hadeel (P9) mentioned greater chance to care for her children: 

 
Being here has given me an excellent opportunity to take care of my children, 

myself and my studies. I found that the family's bond allowed close members 

to involved in raising my children and my role was limited but while being 

here alone, I had more time with my children. 

Also, Zara (P12) expressed that living alone and away from family improved her 

independence in many personal skills. 

I have a strong bond with my family. However, the difference now is that I 

am free and independent. I get to decide everything on my own which is 

different from Saudi Arabia because I used to decide things with my family 

there. 

 
 

The above quotes show that living in a different context away from family was a valuable 

experience for several participants. Transitioning from one society to another gave the 

opportunity to develop new personal skills without pressure or guidance from close family 

members. This finding aligns with qualitative studies that examined the impact of studying 

abroad on the development of intercultural competence and personal growth of students who 

have studied in different countries (Althobaiti & Obeidat, 2020; Maharaja, 2018). Findings 

indicate that as international students joined overseas universities there is a high possibility of 

enhancing intercultural competence and personal development. Indeed, the five participants of 

the current study noted that they gained a better understanding of their home and host cultures, 

as well as cultural differences, increasing their own level of self-confidence, maturity and 

adaptability. 
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Cultural holidays 

 

Regarding their cultural experience, participants were asked how they perceived and 

responded to the host culture. Their individual responses indicated that participants observed 

some variations relating to wider cultural beliefs and lifestyles of the host context. One aspect 

that participants highlighted was about perceiving, attending or ignoring cultural events during 

their transitional experience. From a general perspective, two participants valued the chance to 

be living in South Australia, the research context, and learning about Australian and other 

cultures. Mona (P10) stated: 

The state is known as a state of festivals which celebrates the existence of 

various cultures such as Indian, Chinese and European cultures. When I came 

here, I met all the people from these cultures though I expected that I would 

only meet Australians. However, the openness and cultural intermingling 

that exists here is a pleasant and rich experience of several cultures in one 

place. 

 
 

Likewise, another participant supported a previous view and stated that the Australian context 

and the society encourages the existence of many cultures and beliefs. Warda (P6) shared: 

I came to Australia because it is a multicultural country, so I did not feel that 

I am a stranger. In fact, I find myself a part of their society. They generally 

support coexistence, acceptance and difference of all cultures believes and 

religions. 

 
 

In addition, Wardah (P6) used her university context to provide her opinion on the openness to 

different cultures and stated: “For example, my university always organizes Eids carnivals for 

Muslims and other ones for different ethnicities of students, which is nice that all international 

students and even Australians participate and get to know about the culture of others”. Despite 

the participants appreciating the experience of living in a context where all can celebrate their 

own beliefs, yet some had opposing opinions about attending or ignoring specific cultural 
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events which may be against their own beliefs. One group of three women were open and 

enjoyed engaging in different cultural events. Zara (P12) best reflected this view and shared: 

I respect cultural differences. I believe that people cannot always agree on 

things, we have to disagree and that’s what distinguish groups of people and 

national cultures even the religious practices differ. So, I like to be involved 

with cultural events and see how they react to their traditions and habits. It 

is an opportunity for me to know the culture here from different people since 

I am living and studying in a different country. 

Arwa (P13) also enjoyed attending with her friends without thinking of religious values behind 

specific celebrations. 

On cultural celebrations like Christmas which I do not care about it, it is ok 

for me to meet with classmates and celebrate because they know I live alone, 

and they care about me. In general, although I do not believe in the religious 

story behind such an event; I like to attend and enjoy just for curiosity. 

 
 

In contrast, three participants respected the cultural events linked to religious beliefs, but 

refused to be part of them. Nahla (P8) best described the perspective and reflected: 

I do not like participating in celebrations that are linked to their cultural and 

religious beliefs like Christmas. I am very conservative towards them. My 

religion obliges me to celebrate the main Eids only. On the other hand, I like 

to know different cultures across the world and the customs and traditions by 

reading about them. Yet, I refuse to participate in any non-Islamic occasion. 

 
 

Furthermore, Nora (P4) commented: 

 
The people here respect religious interests and traditions, such as their 

holidays or occasions. I see that they are interested in their culture, and they 

want others to share with them. However, I do not like to participate because 

I think it is for them, and we have our religious holidays as Muslims. 
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This aspect presented how the participants responded to the different cultural holidays 

occurring in the host context. Some of the Saudi women students had no issue engaging with 

the local cultural holidays, whereas others had a clear position not to take any part with respect 

to differing religious values and celebrations. Both positions indicated it presented no challenge 

while living and engaging with the host’s cultural holidays, given their transition will not last 

forever. This is consistent with two of the four acculturation strategies namely separation, 

integration, assimilation, and marginalisation (Berry, 1997). Berry theorized two dimensions 

of acculturation approaches for sojourners, like international students, who come to live in a 

different cultural context: maintaining their ethnic identity and maintaining connections with 

host individuals and acting in the “local way” (Berry et al., 1989, p.203). Therefore, the Saudi 

women students could select to engage or disengage with the host values, following to the 

degree of maintaining their own value structure in the face of the host countries cultural values. 

According to the participants’ quotes, it appeared that some selected to practice the separation 

strategy as they strongly intend and act to maintain their original cultural and religious values 

and avoid other cultural contacts. In contrast, a few participants chose to practice an integration 

strategy as they accepted the celebration of other cultural holidays and got involved with them 

freely. 

Indeed, according to the participants’ responses, the impact of their cultural and religious 

values can be sensed, to some extent. Participant responses implied an intense perception of 

the home and host cultural values being referred to as ‘ours’ and ‘theirs’. As a result, although 

Saudi women students decided to study in South Australia, they selected to only engage with 

the culture temporarily during their stay to the extent that this allows the achievement of 

academic goal. Thus, they seemed to adapt their perspectives as “sojourners” (Russell et al., 

2010), who temporarily live in another context and want only to adapt needed for essential 

survival. Saudi women students have grown up in their original context where they respect 
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religious values and celebrate them along with their other national events, and they do this 

differently depending on their tribe or regional costumes (Aldossry, 2015). But, since being in 

Australia, they came to realise the chance to reflect on their own perceptions. Thus, many of 

the participants’ comments were based on the understanding of being a Muslim living in a 

different cultural context, and revealed different perceptions regarding interacting with, or 

alienating from, the others’ cultural celebrations, especially when they represented a religious 

value. Further, the cultural differences in values became apparent when participants began 

comparing their own culture with that of the host country. This comparison emphasised the 

feeling of openness or prejudice to engage with the host culture. 

 

2. Making friendship 

 
Having to live away from family and known people initiates the need of Saudi 

international women students to make new friends in Australia. This was perceived from 

Farah’s (P11) statement that could reflect other participants’ views: “When I came here, I lost 

my connection with the family, so I had a motive to form relationships with people to meet and 

hang out with them in my free time”. However, making friends in the Australian context did 

not work for many participants. The following quotes categorized two perceptions of ten 

participants. One group of seven women made friends with local Australians and other people 

in their neighbours. For example, the following quote typically reflected the experience of those 

women who commented on their situation of being able to make friends with local neighbours. 

Miram (P2) shared: “Here in Australia I made friends with people in the same neighbourhood, 

and we regularly meet with other locals near my house”. Further, three women commented on 

their openness to making friends with others, regardless of their culture or religion; however, 

only one participant succeeded and two failed. Farah (P11) indicated: “I am open-minded, so I 

do not care if the person is not Muslim or an Arab. I like to get to know others and I made some 

friends”. In contrast, Hasnaa (P1), stated: “I met a few locals. However, I did not have any luck 
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in making friends”. Nora (P4) also wanted to engage more with locals, but she felt unwelcomed 

in a friendship: “I like making new friends and I go and meet new people. However, people in 

here are cautious and they mostly do not like talking to others”. 

Opposite to the first group, other participants had specific conditions pertaining to the 

religion, background or gender of potential friends. To illustrate, Lulu (P3) made friends only 

with the Muslim women: 

I spent four years in Australia, but I did not make friends or get to know the 

local neighbours around or me... I just had a few relations with Muslim 

women who I meet in the mosque during Friday, Ramadan or Eid prayers. 

 
 

Similarly, Nahla (P8) explained that she spent her time socializing only with the Saudi 

families “As for friends, I met Saudi families and we have constant visits from time to time, 

but no locals”. Similarly, Dalia (P14) commented on her friendships at the university context 

and stated her intention of making friends only with females. She stated: “I got to know other 

students at the university who come from different nationalities, but I choose to be friends only 

with girls regardless of religion”. 

The section above described the experience of Saudi women students making friends and 

having social interactions while living in South Australia. The different responses presented 

reflect two perceptions: being open to all people or having specific preferences when forming 

relationships with others. Only a few initiatives resulted in good friendships with locals from 

the closer community; the others failed. Some participants tried to approach other people to 

establish informal friendships, however, the expectation of easily forming friendships with 

locals did not match the reality. This finding of the difficulty making friends with locals 

resonates with previous studies reporting international students’ disappointment in this matter 

(Cathcart et al., 2006; Williams & Johnson, 2011). 
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Nevertheless, the findings reported in this section further justify the perception of some 

participants who had clear conditions of selecting and making friends with ‘women only’ of 

similar backgrounds and faith. By identifying these three conditions, the present study adds 

new knowledge to the published research examining the influence of gender-segregation on 

Saudi women’s transition experience in overseas contexts (e.g., Alhazmi & Nyland, 2013; 

Sandekian et al., 2015). The identified conditions inherited in the Saudi Arabian culture result 

in participants being raised to stick to religious teachings, cultural norms and always behave in 

ways that represent Islam. 

 

3. Being Muslim women: sense of recognition and harassment 

 
A number of participants acknowledged that they felt recognition and great 

understanding that they are unique being Muslim women in South Australia. An example of 

the recognition was seen in public prints using a picture of a Muslim woman wearing hijab. 

This was enormously appreciated by Miram (P2): 

I have noticed that they put a picture of a woman who wears hijab in social 

publications, which means that there is an understanding of the hijab. It also 

represents appreciation and respect for the Muslim woman who chooses to 

wear it even in a country or in a place that does not recognize Islam as a 

religious identity for all. 

 
 

Another example shared by Lulu (P3) and Dalia (P14) stated a similar story when approached 

by some children who questioned the abaya and niqab. Dalia (P14) informed: 

Once I felt embarrassed when children were afraid of my dress in a 

playground. They were saying this is a ninja and ran away. But soon after 

that, I was happy seeing some parents explaining to their children that this 

dress is a religious symbol and worn by Muslim women. 
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From a different perspective, Lulu (P3) was welcomed along with other Saudi women 

who wanted to practice swimming in a private and women-only space. 

I learned swimming when I found an opportunity at the local gym. They 

accepted to arrange with a coach at a specific time without males, and all the 

employees were women. I thank their cooperation and understanding of my 

request and the group of other Saudi girls. 

 
 

Perceiving respect and recognition encouraged the fourteen participants to choose their 

preferred style of dress whether wearing, changing, or taking off the hijab or abaya and niqab, 

believing that it would not change their identity as Muslim women. That being noted, eight 

participants continued to wear hijab or abaya and niqab as they used to in Saudi Arabia. The 

following quotes best reflected this view. Hadeel (P9) stated: 

I treat it as a foundation and order from Allah that I must wear it religiously. 

But the way of dressing and wearing it is personal and based on individual 

opinions and experiences. Each one decides based on what she goes through. 

 
 

Similarly, Hasnaa (P1) added: 

 
I choose to wear the abaya and niqab whether in my country or any other 

country; I cannot do something in my country and disagree with it 

somewhere else. Frankly, I feel confident and comfortable because as a 

Muslim, I love to practice religious rituals and adherence to them anywhere. 

In contrast, four participants made some changes to the way they dressed after arriving 

in Australia for various reasons. Two participants chose to put the hijab on after living for a 

while in Australia and feeling accepted by society. They felt wearing the hijab would represent 

their religious identity. For illustration, Mona (P10) noted: 

Honestly when I came to study, I was not wearing the hijab for about six 

months. After that, I felt that I should wear it… I found that the hijab is a 
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religious and cultural identity such as Chinese or Hindi woman when she 

wears her country's dress. All of them feel proud that they are committed to 

wearing their traditional clothes, so I also love wearing the hijab and 

representing my country, which is the country of Islam and reflects my 

religion while I am studying abroad. 

 
 

Wardah (P6) had a sequence of changes to her dressing style responding to the different 

academic environments. 

When I arrived, I used to wear the abaya and a headscarf to cover my hair 

but without niqab, however, I was not comfortable, especially in public 

places and on the bus, it was eye-catching. Later, I found no difference 

whether I wear the abaya or not, so I decided to change the way of my hijab 

based on the place and my understanding of its principles. My classes are at 

laboratories and the movement is supposed to be faster and easier. I decided 

to wear hijab that covers my hair and loose clothes and I left abaya… It 

remains a religious practice that I will not give up even if I wear it differently. 

 
 

Arwa (P13), in contrast, took off the hijab to avoid any negative situations: “My previous 

experience in Britain played a significant role in my decision regarding not wearing hijab… 

when I decided to study in Australia, I chose to be more comfortable in another community 

without wearing the hijab”. However, although the statements above reported how society and 

people in South Australia respectfully perceived Muslim women, based on participants’ 

responses, there were several stories of participants reporting indirect or direct harassment 

while being in public places. In detail, three participants who used to put on hijab and wear 

loose clothes noted uncomfortable stares in public places. For instance, Miram (P2) stated: 

“Although I have not encountered any attitude that is racist or discriminatory against me, there 

is often a look of astonishment and wonder or a look of dissatisfaction, and this is hard for me”. 



197  

Unfortunately, the other four participants who used to wear abaya and niqab advised they were 

harassed directly in public places because of their niqab. For example, Lulu (P3) stated: 

I experienced three situations where I was discriminated because of my 

niqab. The worst case happened to me while I was shopping in a big mall 

and an old woman came to me taking my niqab off my face and said: you 

should not be in our country if you want to wear this thing on your face, go 

back to your country. 

 
 

Jamilah (P7) also shared similar situations after which she decided to take the niqab off: 

 

When I was wearing the niqab, once a woman in the market told me to go 

out and leave the country. And another situation that an old man in the street 

raised the stick on me saying: you are a terrorist! Stay away from me! I got 

very upset about these two situations, and it was the reason that I took the 

niqab off. 

 
 

Although most participants were raised to cover themselves as a practice of their religion 

and representation of their authentic culture, one consideration should be noted. That is, Saudi 

women do not form a single homogeneous group, and their public, as well as private, practices 

are shaped by their individual variations in terms of the locations from which they originate 

and the world views to which they subscribe (Quamar, 2016). Therefore, coming from an 

Islamic home context may explain the participants’ diversity in either keeping up, changing or 

discarding their cultural dress style, even if experiencing indirect or direct harassment while 

living in a different environment. 

The reported stories indicated two contrasting experiences narrated by participants while 

wearing various dress styles in South Australian public places. On the one hand, several Saudi 

women felt a great sense of respect to their faith and practice when wearing hijab or abaya and 

niqab, and this reflected the multicultural government initiatives and values welcoming minor 
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cultures to peacefully live on Australian lands (Markus, 2018). Indeed, this expectation of 

Australia’s welcoming and support for different cultures was one of the pull factors that 

encouraged many international students, as the current study participants identified, to select it 

from other nations (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). However, on the other hand, encounters of 

individual harassment were identified by a small number of participants in the current study 

which could indicate little acceptance or refusal by people in Australian society toward the 

dressing choices of Muslim women. This sentiment was expressed frequently by those affected 

participants, throughout the interviews, linking it to the notion of security in terms of religious 

and cultural differences and how moving to an unfamiliar context is likely to have impacted 

their sense and level of security as international students (Forbes-Mewett & Nyland, 2008). 

This finding around the contradictory feelings of Saudi Muslim women students in South 

Australia resonates with their unique cultural and religious background. Participants of the 

present study, being Saudi and Muslim women, are embedded within, and affected by, a global 

system of religious, racial, cultural relations and current events, particularly with respect to the 

rise of ‘Islamophobia’ (Binsahl, 2018). Therefore, such concern was found to affect their 

choice of Australia as the destination over other countries, since it suggested far fewer 

Islamophobic incidents and provided them with a sense of security and safety, as Shepherd and 

Rane (2012) have reported. 

 

4. Experiencing homesickness 

 
All fourteen participants shared different the emotional experiences they felt through 

specific times living abroad and being away from their families. Ramadan time and Eid 

celebration were frequently mentioned occasions when all participants missed their families’ 

and home’s spiritual practices and atmospheres. To illustrate such an experience, Latifah’s (P5) 

statement reflected her own and other participants’ feelings during specific and recurring 

events. 
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The time of Eid and family events during the overseas journey become 

depressing. I think that these are the hardest times for me and other students. 

I wish to be with my family regardless of the presence of many people here. 

 
 

Hadeel (P9) similarly added: 

 
When it is the time to celebrate my own religious or cultural occasion, I 

celebrate Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha but in a small and simple way because 

it cannot be made as in Saudi Arabia with family members and friends. The 

spirit is different. 

 
 

Furthermore, Nahla (P8) expressed her emotional difficulty celebrating without joining the 

family: “I have to say, it does not replace celebrating and meeting parents and family members. 

On such occasions I feel sad, homesick and miss the family bond”. 

However, participants interestingly reported how they did not engage with such 

emotional sadness during these religious and cultural events. They identified different ways to 

overcome the homesickness encounters. First, five participants reported that they usually 

attended the mosque to feel the Islamic unity with other Muslims. For example, Hasnaa (P1) 

said: “Every time a religious event passes, I feel sad to be alone and I went to the mosque in 

Ramadan to pray with others”. Also, Dalia (P14) validated the same view and practice: “On 

Eids, I like to create vibes of celebrations and show joy because it is a symbol of religion. I 

make sure to attend the mosque with other Muslims and bring my children along”. 

Additionally, three other participants noted they liked to be in regular contact with their 

own families on such specific occasions. For instance, Miram (P2) described: “In Eid, I cheer 

up my children and myself, we keep in touch with the parents and share the joy via social media 

at the same time”. Four other participants stated that they joined the Saudi club gatherings to 

celebrate and feel they were with same cultural group. The Saudi association in South Australia 
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usually hosts special events for Saudi members. This was stated by Arwa (P13) describing her 

Eid celebrations before and after joining the Saudi association’s gatherings. 

I still remember my first time of Eid Aladha; I was alone, and I did not know 

friends at the time, so I stayed at university as if it was a typical day. Then, I 

met friends from Saudi Arabia and became a member of the association and 

we used to organize and celebrate Eids or other cultural events together. 

 
 

Likewise, Zara (P12) stated: “On Islamic events like Ramadan and Eids I always enjoy it here 

with friends at Saudi club where we meet all together and celebrate in a private party even with 

friends from other Gulf States”. 

While examining the experience of homesickness as reported by the participants in the 

current study, one can note that no matter how they made efforts to enjoy the time with 

members of same religion or culture, being away from family and celebrating important 

religious or cultural events felt difficult for many Saudi women students in South Australia. 

This finding is supported by the argument that continuity of cultural and religious practices is 

very important for Muslims living in the diaspora (Zine, 2001). In effect, while participants 

were living in the host context, they missed their own religious celebrations, familial and 

cultural practices which inspired their multiple identities as Muslim and Saudi women. As a 

result, they experienced homesickness when missing out on times of social and spiritual 

meetings, and tried different ways to control these feelings. Moreover, participants commented 

on the advantage of developing good links with other members who supported their Islamic 

and cultural identities. Saudi women overcame sadness and homesickness due to feeling alone 

during Eids and Ramadan by gathering with Muslims of other cultures, communicating with 

their own families and fellow students from the same country. This may reflect the strong 

impact of collectivism as a cultural feature of the Saudi culture. The collectivist dimension 

argues that people like families and close communities in Saudi Arabia are considered as 
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important life-long members (I. Hofstede, 2017). This explains the participants’ homesickness 

while living overseas and being away from their family and known community. Thus, they 

tried to form new connections with people of the same culture or religion to celebrate their 

religious and cultural events. This echoes the literature on international students’ preference of 

inclusion with their cultural community rather than the host’s ones (Khawaja & Stallman, 2011; 

Sherry et al., 2010; Zhou & Zhang, 2014), and the literature on Saudi women’s overseas limited 

social interactions (e.g., Altamimi, 2014; Bar, 2017; Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 

2015; Yaghi, 2019). 

6.3.3 Summary of socio-cultural experience 

The two main sub-themes reported socio-cultural experiences of Saudi women students 

in South Australia in two stages. The first stage described the participants’ preparation for the 

travel before and after arrival. The second stage reported the participants’ views on aspects 

they found different to their original context and interaction with locals and others to form 

connections and friendships. In addition, it described participants’ encountered experiences of 

recognition and harassment as Muslim women, as well as feeling homesickness due to being 

away from their families. Overall, participants reflected on the difficulty of broader 

sociocultural adjustment in the Australian context. Strong impacts of cultural and religious 

values, and the lack of sociocultural competence could be argued to hinder the involvement of 

Saudi women with the Australian socio-cultural context. 

 

6.4 Conclusion of chapter 

 
This chapter reports the findings on the second research question exploring the 

transitional experience of Saudi women as international students in South Australia. The 

transition has been identified as the experience of attending university in an academic context 

and involving society and culture. Transitioning to the Australian academic and socio-cultural 

contexts was expected to be challenging due to the enormous variations between home and 
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host countries. However, participants revealed positive perceptions, to some extent, about their 

own experience. Regarding the academic experience, Saudi women reported difficulties around 

being students in a different context, engaging with mixed-gender academic structures, meeting 

the required English level and getting used to different assessments, only at the early stage of 

their studies. In addition, they reported a substantial understanding of their cultural and 

religious practices was perceived by many educators and universities, respecting their 

preference to work in groups with male or female classmates, different styles of dressing and 

offering appropriate facilities for prayers.  

Nevertheless, managing multiple roles was the only difficulty that lasted for the whole 

duration of study given the fact that more than half of participants came with their children. 

Behaving as a wife, mother and student without compromising the roles or expectations of 

either one is a great dilemma for student mothers. Hence, being in multiple roles had its own 

burden for many Saudi women participated in this study as they had to increase their control 

over situations in order to fulfill their multiple tasks as mother, student, housewife all at the 

same time attending the new academic context in Australian universities. 

 

Similarly, within the socio-cultural experience, participants identified a number of 

variations around the practices and norms of the Australian context and compared it to the 

Saudi Arabian settings when describing their thoughts. In their overall engagement with 

Australian society and culture, Saudi women noted positive and negative perceptions in most 

situations. Although they enjoyed the new settings of feeling independence from cultural 

practices, like regular communications with extended families and being respected as Muslim 

women, they in contrast had encountered challenges in other matters. Participants reported 

discrimination stories in public places which happened to those who wore abaya and niqab, a 

lack of friendship out of their cultural circle, and lastly homesickness - missing their families 

in specific events. The next chapter will report the findings of factors and strategies 
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participants used to adjust and acculturate with academic and socio-cultural contexts in South 

Australia. 
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Chapter 7: Findings and discussion: Supporting 

Factors and Acculturation Strategies 

 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 
This chapter explains the supporting factors and acculturation strategies used by 

participants to overcome challenges encountered in the host academic and socio-cultural 

contexts as identified in previous chapter. The chapter responds to the third research 

question: What supporting factors in the academic and socio-cultural contexts helped Saudi 

women in their transition experience? 

There are three main themes in this chapter: the first theme presents supporting 

factors that helped participants to overcome difficulties and engage with the educational 

settings, the second theme reports supporting factors which assist participants to better settle 

and live in the societal context, the third theme identifies evaluative opinions about the 

transition experience of Saudi women students after having studied and lived in South 

Australia for some time. Figure 11 below shows the organization of the main themes and 

sub-themes as presented through this chapter. 
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Figure 11. Themes answering RQ3 

 

 

 
7.2 First theme: Supporting factors in the academic context 

 
Theme one in the previous chapter reported participants’ experiences of difficulties 

relating to unfamiliar educational settings and learning practices within the Australian 

higher education context. Here we look at Saudi women students’ responses to seeking 

various supporting means to help them overcome such difficulties and adjust to the 
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Australian university environment. This theme comprises three supporting factors that 

participants cited including: (1) university services, (2) lecturers’ and peers’ assistance, and 

(3) time management and husbands’ support. 

 

1. University services 

 
Seven of the fourteen participants reported the benefits they gained and support they 

received from one or more of their various university services. The participants became 

aware of their university services through attending orientation at the beginning of their 

programs in addition to reading the designated pages for international students on the 

university websites. To illustrate, Wardah (P6) who was doing a Master’s course noted: “I 

attended the orientation. It was useful and I learnt about international students’ services”. 

Likewise, Hasnaa (P1) affirmed: “There are official services offered by the university to 

help new students settle at the beginning of arrival. Also, lots of information about all the 

needs of international students are available on websites”. Moreover, Nahla (P8), a PhD 

student, elaborated: 

One of the advantages of the university is that all information is explained 

and provided on the university's website. After arriving here, I attended 

orientation, everything was clarified. I become aware of facilities for 

international students like library services, writing, IT, and math centres. 

 
 

One important fact to note here is that the participants who benefitted from university 

services had started their degree programs after they met the required English level. 

Therefore, they were able to understand and learn the most from the orientation sessions. 

However, one participant had the opposite, negative experience in orientation as her poorer 

English language proficiency was a barrier to fully utilizing the services. Jamilah (P7) 

explained: “When I attended orientation at the beginning of my study many services were 
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explained but the language was difficult for me to understand. So, I have not benefited 

anything from the orientation”. 

Nevertheless, the department of international students offered a range of academic 

and other services and was frequently mentioned by participants. Specifically, the academic 

centre was mostly visited by three participants to help them check their assignments. Mona 

(P10) explained: “I benefitted from the international students’ services and the academic 

advisor used to check my written assignments, identify mistakes, and suggest 

improvements”. Another participant, Lulu (P3) said: “I used to meet with a tutor from the 

department of international students to clarify some requirements while working on major 

assignments”. In addition, Latifah (P5), valued the availability of various members within 

the international department helping her in a number of issues beside the academic ones. 

She indicated: 

The department of international students at the university was very helpful. 

I used to communicate with them, and they responded to every question, even 

issues other than studying, such as finding a kindergarten and reserving a 

place for my child. 

 
 

Several studies on international students’ experiences highlighted that transitioning 

to the university settings can be a crucial stage (Sherry et al., 2010; Sümer et al., 2008). To 

make this transitional stage easier for international students, many universities offer a 

variety of services like counselling, career and employment information, social activities 

and supporting academic centres to help their students (Sidoryn & Slade, 2008). In the 

current study, the quotes above revealed two views from the participants concerning their 

university’s services and how they used them for support. While seven of the participants 

identified their benefits came from either attending the orientation or availing themselves of 

academic services from the international student support, one participant did not. The level 
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of English language proficiency was found to influence the comprehension of advertised 

services, a finding confirmed in previous studies in which scholars argued that the level of 

English comprehension may restrict effective communication between students and the 

university services (Owens & Loomes, 2010; Sawir, 2005). Therefore, Australian 

universities and English language centres should consider offering simplified or translated 

presentations in more than one language targeting the new international students whose 

English language is basic, to ensure they are better informed about the university and able 

to access its services. 

Furthermore, Andrade (2006) argued that the adjustment in the academic settings is 

referred to as the involving of the international students themselves in their academic 

environment. In effect, the participants in the present study wanted to access the academic 

support services provided by the department of international students to make themselves 

more engaged with the educational experience. To explain, in the previous chapter the 

participants identified their specific difficulties resulting from English academic skills and 

assessment tasks in their courses. Saudi women being students in a new educational context 

were particularly concerned with those academic challenges in comparison to local students 

who could be familiar with the English language skills and assignments. Therefore, the 

participants of this study needed to master their English language skills and meet the 

requirements of their assessments by attending the academic centre within their universities. 

This finding was similarly reported by Roberts et al. (2015) who examined international 

students’ views of university support services in Australia. International students in Robert 

et al.’s study, as well as those of the current study, reported challenges mostly with their 

academic skills including writing and greater engagement with the academic tertiary 

context. Thus, they had a significant need for university academic support services over 

other support services (Roberts et al., 2015). 
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Nevertheless, accessing the academic centre of the university services was one of 

the factors that led to the adjustment of Saudi women in the academic context. Seeking help 

from university academic services showed that over time, participants engaged to a greater 

extent with their Australian classroom context. With experience, participants became less 

hesitant to voice their academic challenges and ask for guidance. Their engagement 

exhibited clear evidence of the assimilation strategy leading to  acculturation into the 

Australian academic culture. Justifying the implication, this strategy is explained based on 

the acculturation strategies model by Berry (1997). 

Assimilation as one of the four acculturation strategies being defined as the 

individual choosing to forego maintaining their home culture’s values and instead seeking 

daily interaction with the new and dominant community. At the beginning of their university 

study, the participants’ behaviours, such as seeking advice and support from the academic 

centre, indicated the participants’ active engagement and inner desire to become a member 

of their university context. The Saudi women students abandoned their original culture 

which encourages attending only gender-segregated places, and in contrast they sought help 

from the university services through attendance of orientation sessions and frequent visits 

to the academic service centre which were mixed gender locations. The Saudi women 

students in this case viewed themselves as the local or other international students, without 

paying attention to their original culture. Thereafter, the participants who proved to benefit 

from the university services and international students’ services were found to adopt values 

of their host academic culture and relaxed their upholding of values of their home 

educational culture by selecting to engage with members of the host university. This finding 

confirmed the conclusion of Alsahafi and Shin (2017), that use of available sources and 

asking for help were two sources that helped Saudi students in Australia to overcome 

educational difficulties. 



210  

2. Lecturers’ and peers’ assistance 

 
In academic and general matters other than needing to use a specific service from 

the academic support centre, participants sought informal help within the classroom level. 

Nine participants noted the valuable and immediate help of their lecturers, as well as their 

peers, as a factor that aided them in their courses. To explain, Wardah (P6) described: 

“Lecturers were first people who I used to ask for help. There was a specific time for this at 

the end of the class”. Mona (P10) added that besides asking her lecturers she used to 

communicate through available online tools. She stated: “If I have a question, I ask about it 

at the same time by using online discussion forums or asking the lecturer”. Similarly, Lulu 

(P3) commented on the cooperation of her classmates when working on shared projects: “I 

also asked for my classmates’ help. We often had discussion meetings during the time we 

worked on group projects”. 

From another view, five participants noted the support of Saudi women peers who 

attended the same university or had done similar subjects previously. Two Master’s students 

referred to the help of their Saudi women peers who attended the same course or the same 

university when learning about enrolments and submissions. To clarify, Hasnaa (P1) said: 

“I always asked friends who had previously studied at the same university, and they helped 

me to select courses, lectures, and overcome the difficulties of study”. Equally, Wardah (P6) 

stated: “When I started studying at the university, I needed to get to know Saudi friends at 

the same university, so they could explain to me how to enrol in courses, how to submit 

assignments and other academic procedures”. Moreover, Dalia (P14) extended the same 

support from Saudi women students: 

The communication was continuous with my Saudi friends because we study 

at the same university and some friends were studying at the same course, so 
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we had a connection in the class. Sometimes after class, we studied together 

before exam sessions. 

 
 

Therefore, the presence of cultural peers in the cohort was found to support better academic 

adjustment. As Hadeel (P9) described: “Having Saudi women students is a motive for me. 

It motivates me to complete my studies. We understand each other, and our relationship is 

strong because we share the same experience”. 

Examining the role of lecturers and peers assisting Saudi women in their classrooms 

suggested an interesting cultural fact. Only two participants indicated their communication 

with lecturers to seek help might have reflected the cultural orientation of Saudi Arabians 

tending to place teachers in higher power distance (G. Hofested, 1983; I. Hofested, 2017). 

Thereafter, because participants perceived their lecturers in a higher position, some of them 

did not ask for help and preferred to seek assistance from their classmates. However, while 

it was important for the participants to fit into their classroom and clarify some academic 

tasks or processes, they felt less comfortable in fully interacting with other students. 

Therefore, they were in a constant communication with Saudi women students who knew 

about the university and shared the same experience. 

From one viewpoint, this highlighted the impact of gender-segregated education in 

Saudi Arabia leading participants to feel comfortable seeking the help of their peers from 

the same gender and culture. Having completed their primary and higher education in such 

a segregated academic culture, it is likely it will influence participants to practice their 

original culture showing more open engagement with females. From a contrasting 

viewpoint, this preference to seek help from Saudi women peers may be interpreted as a 

resistance to an acculturation strategy. Separation is practiced when individuals place value 

on the home culture only, and avoid the new and dominant culture (Berry, 1997). With this 

strategy, individuals tend to reflect high level connection with the home culture and a low 
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level connecting with the host culture (Berry, 1997). In this study, the finding replicated this 

strategy because participants insisted on continuing to practice their home cultural values 

and communicated freely with other Saudi women students who studied in the same 

university. Chapter 2 explained that the traditional culture of Saudi Arabia encourages 

limited communication with foreign males thus, those participants were observing their 

cultural values when being away from their university and classrooms environment. 

Thereafter, when they needed help in tasks like course enrolments, assignment submission 

processes or studying for exams, the preference was to communicate with Saudi women. 

 

3. Time management and husbands’ support 

 
In the previous chapter, one aspect identified the challenging situation that Saudi 

women encountered being wives, mothers, and students in South Australia. Thus, time 

management and personal strategies were two implemented skills that helped ten 

participants to navigate their multiple roles. For three participants, identifying tasks and 

setting dates seemed an efficient method to perform well. Mona (P10), a Master’s student 

married with no children, stated: 

To overcome difficulties while studying, I relied on making a schedule, 

including all the due dates for exams and assignments. Hard work is the key 

to success, so I paid attention to my study in accordance with my other duties. 

 
 

Similarly, Arwa (P13), a PhD student married with no children, described her strategy: 

 

I use the university’s academic calendar to determine the required milestones 

for my PhD degree. Also, I benefited from time management and task listing 

to organize study time and other personal matters. I usually study from 9 am 

to 5 pm and try to accomplish what is required according to the plan of the 

day. 
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These participants reflected a level of an intrinsic motivation using time management to meet 

their academic and personal demands and not be hindered by the associated needs of their 

multiple roles. In addition, as noted in the previous chapter, several participant mothers had 

greater difficulty in balancing their multiple roles. Eight out of ten participants who were 

accompanied by their husbands and children identified and appreciated the boundless support 

their husbands offered. Without their husbands’ support, especially in caring for children and 

house chores, the participants indicated their studies would be very challenging. To describe 

the help they received, a couple of women relied on their husbands to look after children while 

they attended their classes. Nora (P4), a mother of one child, commented: “My husband helps 

me with my child and takes care of him when I am at university”. Likewise, Hadeel (P9), a 

mother of four children, noted: “My husband helps me to take care of the kids when I study”. 

Not only caring for children, but also teaching them. This response was shared by Nahla (P8) 

as: “he helps me with teaching children”. In addition, Mona (P10) stated: “My husband here 

helped me in many things. He is supportive at all levels”. 

This aspect presented the participants’ means of support in their academic experience 

managing their own time to balance all duties and their husbands’ supporting role. The Saudi 

women students’ comments expressed that they had a strong willingness to overcome 

difficulties resulting from being students and wives or mothers. Being in multiple roles 

(mother, spouse, and student) in the absence of typical supporting means, such as the extended 

families, could place great time demands that would threaten the participants’ academic results. 

However, the participants of this study showed the determination to achieve their goals and 

earn their degrees by utilizing practices for managing their time and setting tasks. The Saudi 

women students’ recognition of their difficult experience contributed positively to 

development of the regulation of studying strategies and balancing duties. As a result of 

committing to time management strategies, students increased their positive views of their 
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greater ability to influence academic results through greater effort (Pintrich, 2003). Indeed, the 

Saudi women were able to achieve their desired academic goals as will be discussed next in 

the third theme. 

In addition to practical time management, the husbands’ role cannot be ignored. It was 

apparent from the participants’ quotes that they received emotional and physical support from 

their husbands for looking after the children, which allowed more time for them to attend their 

classes or complete their assignments. It was assumed that Saudi men might not change their 

gendered role and stay home with the children while their wives studied long hours. However, 

the husbands proved they were very supportive, accepting a change to their gendered role in 

the Saudi Arabian context. In their home cultural context, they cared about covering the 

financial needs, but after accompanying their wives to Australia, they offered to help by 

looking after the children or doing household chores while their wives studied. This finding is 

in line with several studies on the experience of Saudi women students overseas (Al-Qahtani, 

2021; Alhajjuj, 2016; Alqahtani & Pfeffer, 2017) describing how Saudi husbands changed their 

roles by taking on some responsibilities that traditionally were tied to women and offering their 

wives more time for their academic tasks and parenting duties. 

7.2.1 Summary of supporting factors in the academic context 

In summary, three supporting factors have been identified that assist Saudi women 

students in the academic context. The supporting factors are: (1) university services, (2) 

lecturers’ and peers’ assistance, and (3) time management and husbands’ support. In these 

factors, acculturation strategies including assimilation and separation were evident. 

Assimilation was noted in the first stage when participants needed to become members of their 

university settings by proving that they meet the standards of assessments. Separation was 

practiced in the following stage when participants sought assistance from their Saudi student 
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cohort for advice on general  academic processes. The following theme will present the 

supporting factors used by participants in their socio-cultural experience. 

 

7.3 Second theme: Supporting factors in the socio-cultural context 

 
Theme two in the previous chapter referred to the key socio-cultural differences and 

challenges faced by Saudi women students. Their social relationships seemed to be somehow 

limited, as was their adjustment to several cultural values of the host context. In more than one 

aspect, participants showed an understanding and awareness of the existence of social and 

cultural differences. Therefore, they responded to the differences by identifying suitable 

supporting factors for meeting their social or cultural needs as Saudi women students living 

away from their home country. Three aspects were identified: (1) relationships with Saudi 

members and others, (2) replication of home community, and (3) maintenance of connection 

with family and friends in Saudi Arabia. 

 

1. Relationships with Saudi members and others 

 
The second theme in the previous chapter concerned the participants’ failure to integrate 

socially in the local context, which resulted in feelings of social isolation. It was explained that 

societal practices in both Saudi Arabian and Australian contexts differ greatly. Thereafter, 

coming from a strongly connected community in Saudi Arabia to live separately as an 

international student in Australia, this may have impacted the participants’ initiatives to form 

new relations. To clarify the situation, two women described themselves as being socially 

active with their close community back in Saudi Arabia and that they felt alone living in the 

new context. Accordingly, they needed to formulate new friendships with co-nationals to help 

overcome loneliness. Dalia (P14) explained her social life in both countries to identify the 

differences between home and host countries. 
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In Saudi Arabia, my social life is different because I am social. So, when I 

came here, I faced the problem of loneliness and was depressed for some 

time because I moved away from my family and friends. After a while, I 

made a new relationship with a friend from my country. She lives in the same 

neighbourhood close to me, so we started communicating with each other in 

the new community in South Australia. 

 
 

Likewise, Wardah (P6) explained how meeting with other Saudi women replicated the feelings 

of being at home country. She stated: 

When I arrived here, I thought that my goal was only to study and no need 

to get to know friends, but I started to feel lonely after a while. So, I started 

to make friends with Saudi girls. It feels similar to our life in Saudi Arabia. 

Now, I feel much better because of my friends. My friends here are studying 

in different disciplines, and are from different cities in Saudi Arabia, but 

studying overseas has brought us together. 

Therefore, developing social relationships and socialising with other Saudi women in 

South Australia offered participants the opportunity to live in a comfortable socio-cultural 

environment, yet it does not solve the local friendship problem. The established friendships 

seemed to help participants develop new social routines when they agreed to meet regularly, 

for example, as experienced by Nora (P4) and Nahla (P8). Nora (P4) stated: “I spend my time 

here with Saudi friends and we meet continuously during the week. We have a strong 

relationship”. 

It is noticeable that those participants preferred to interact with Saudi women friends. 

The preference could be justified based on the expectation that new friends share the same 

social values, as expressed by Arwa (P13). She stated: “My relationships with others are either 

classmates in the university or students' clubs. But, because social relations here are different 

from Saudi ties, it is better to be with Saudi girls than other nationalities”. Nevertheless, the 

expectation was that sharing the same background and values did not necessarily lead to strong 
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friendships. Three women explained that their relationships with some Saudi women was 

limited. For instance, Hadeel (P9) said: “My friends are mostly Saudis and we all study here. 

So, our relations are in terms of class only”. Choosing to limit the friendship was explained 

from the perspective that such relations might affect the main goal of study. In this regard Mona 

(P10) identified: “My relationships are limited. The reason is that my studies take most of my 

time and I do not like to interact and get to know people. Even I have not participated in their 

gatherings”. 

While the above responses informed individual opinions regarding the willingness to 

establish new relationships with other people, including those of the same cohort, two 

participants reflected great examples of engagement with people in their local society. They 

expressed their gratitude to the South Australian context hosting them as international students 

and wanted to give back to the society by offering volunteer services. First, Lulu (P3) used to 

visit the local medical centre and donate blood on a regular basis. She mentioned: “I used to 

donate blood every three months; it was a humanitarian service to the society I live in”. Also, 

Zara (P12) joined the social club in her university and, after their approval, she was able to 

establish an accredited volunteering group (name withheld) to help refugees who moved to 

South Australia. Zara commented: 

I established a group and sought the supervision and approval from my 

university. The university’s approval for my group made things easier in 

terms of issuing a formal clearance to organize events and when dealing with 

organizations… This group serves immigrants and refugees and is not 

involved in any religious or intellectual thoughts. On the contrary, we ensure 

the right to liberty and accept different views… Most of the volunteers are 

from Gulf States such as Oman, UAE, and Saudi Arabia and we welcome 

volunteers from any country. Our main goal is to leave a mark in South 

Australia, especially by Gulf States’ students as well as to represent and 
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reflect a great image of our nationalities. So, we have a role in helping the 

community we live in during studying. 

 
 

When the home and host culture are different, social stress becomes a big challenge 

(Berry, 1997; Thomson et al., 2006). Loneliness is one of the frequently reported social 

challenges encountered by international students and often results from being away from the 

known environment and living in an unfamiliar one (Sawir et al., 2008). In this present study, 

the participants moved from Saudi Arabia as international students and were temporarily living 

in South Australia, thus they felt socially and culturally alone. Such stresses were confirmed 

by participants’ responses that it was harder at the beginning after their arrival, but over time 

they began to identify appropriate support within the new culture. Establishing relationships 

with Saudi members in the new Australian context was noted as a supporting factor evidenced 

among many participants. This finding confirmed previous studies with similar cohorts of 

participants studying overseas (Alsahafi & Shin, 2017; Bar, 2017; Yaghi, 2019). 

This finding also highlighted the impact of the cultural orientation derived from a shared 

nationality subgroup, which buffers the challenges faced from the new, unfamiliar cultural 

context. Choosing to interact mostly with co-nationality members suggests that maintaining 

some cultural traditions and social practices can lead to a sense of belonging and validation in 

the foreign country. The social interaction with members of the same background was found 

to help Saudi women overcome loneliness and increase their well-being, which has been 

similarly discussed in the literature (Montgomery & McDowell, 2009; Rienties & Nolan, 

2014). 

In addition, cultural practices, including gender segregation in the Saudi Arabian context, 

may act to limit the extent to which participants would involve themselves with others outside 

of their own cultural group. Many of the responses referred to their friendships with women, 

implying limited interaction outside co-national individuals, as a means to maintain contact 
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with the original culture and its practices. Most comments from participants suggest such 

separation as an acculturation strategy in which individuals placed value on the home culture 

only and avoided contact with the new and dominant culture (Berry, 1997). The fact that all of 

the participants planned to return to Saudi Arabia once they finished their study may explain 

the preference noted by participants for maintaining a separation between themselves and the 

Australian society, rather than fully embracing acculturation strategies. Saudi women students 

did not consider behaving or thinking in the same way as the host society as being essential for 

their future. Understanding the host society and limiting interaction to a certain extent was 

deemed appropriate and satisfactory for their goals while they were temporarily studying and 

living in South Australia. 

In contrast, social interaction outside of group members was shown via volunteering in 

society aside from forming relationships with the same cohort. Two participants engaged 

voluntarily to help people in the society by offering medical and social services for locals. 

Regular visits and contacts with local people increased their opportunities for social 

interactions, as well as extending professional knowledge. The fact that many of the women 

came with their children might explain the reason for their choice to limit interaction with 

others. Being busy studying and caring for children made communication with same cohort 

easier than getting involved in a new experience of knowing locals or working with people of 

different backgrounds. This was not the case of the two women (P3 and P12) who were 

determined to engage with the society. 

 

2. Replication of home community 

 
Most participants noted the role of the Saudi student club in supporting their cultural 

adjustment while living in South Australia. Due to existing cultural celebration differences 

between the home and host countries, as reported in previous chapter, Saudi student clubs in 

host countries are established to provide a supporting environment for new arrivals and current 
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students (Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission in Australia, 2022b; Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission 

in the US, 2015). These clubs aim to reflect Saudi Arabian cultural aspects and offer social 

support. Achieving these objectives is observed based on the experience of participants in the 

current study who indicate the positive impacts of becoming members in Saudi student club. 

Nahla (P8) described the Saudi club role as a substitute to family vibes: “I like to attend Saudi 

club meetings and it is very important to me because it reminds me of family gatherings and 

the relationships’ bonding that we are used to in our society”. Additionally, Latifah (P5) 

reflected that attending an Eid event eased her connection with other Saudi women. 

When I came to Australia, I did not know anyone but after I attended the 

Saudi club event, I made relationships with other girls. I attended an Eid 

meeting with the Saudi club, and it was my first experience of going out and 

meeting with other students. I was drained because I do not like to be alone 

and needed to get to know people. 

 
 

Also, Jamilah (P7) similarly commented on the value connecting with Saudi women after being 

alone following the first months of her arrival. She stated: 

I loved to attend all the activities in the Saudi club especially after I spent the 

first three months alone. I like to join any event offered via the Saudi club, I 

was happy to meet people, and these celebrations feel like I am at home, and 

we talk the same language and share the same habits. 

 
 

Miram (P2) expanded on the valuable benefit for herself and her child in attending the club 

frequently. She noted: 

I certainly love to attend the celebrations and events presented through the 

Saudi club, and my eldest son loves to come too. I like to take him to meet 

other Saudi kids and personally I love participating to maintain the feeling 
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of identity and national belonging outside the borders of our country because 

life here and our situation as students gives a sense of isolation. 

 
 

The findings of different cultural holidays in the host context presented in the previous 

chapter identified that some participants were challenged to integrate into the host cultural 

environment due to a resistance with any cultural interaction which would go against their 

cultural and religious beliefs. Accordingly, the Saudi student club was often identified as a 

supporting factor for the cultural adjustment whereby participants could gather to celebrate 

their own religious and cultural events. Furthermore, these gatherings and events gave the same 

cohort a replication of their original culture while living in the South Australian context. These 

aspects confirmed Sawir et al.’s (2008) argument that the social loneliness experienced by 

international students was due to the absence of the preferred cultural and linguistic 

environment. Being a member of a minority group indicates a limited sense of belonging in the 

new society. However, by attending regular gatherings, speaking one language, and sharing 

similar values, the participants enhanced their belonging through interaction with their own 

community. 

Participants in the present study indicated that they felt encouraged to attend gatherings 

and events at the Saudi club because it substituted for their family and friends’ community back 

in Saudi Arabia. A study in the US reported the same finding, that Saudi women students 

benefited greatly from attending events in the Saudi club. The operation of the student clubs 

overseas, promoting Saudi Arabian’s cultural aspects, was considered valuable to Saudi 

international students because it represented their cultural and religious values and practices 

(Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015). 

Also, with the intention to return to the original home culture and lifestyle, the Saudi 

women needed to enhance their comfort, security and belongingness to their ethnicity. Quotes 

indicate that the club gatherings mimicked a lived sense of Saudi Arabian culture, through the 
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separate gatherings for women and men, celebrations of familiar cultural events and the 

opportunity to speak in their native Arabic language. The participants’ happiness when 

discussing these occasions was palpable. This finding expands the quantitative study conducted 

by Yu and Wang (2011) and reports the preference towards a separation strategy of Chinese 

students in Germany. The authors argued that the students’ preferences to separate rather than 

assimilate, as an acculturation strategy in foreign countries, reflects the impact of an existing 

gap between the ethnic group and the host group. Indeed, the participants of Yu and Wang’s 

(2011) study, as well as the participants in the current study, both came from similar societies. 

The Chinese and Saudi Arabian’s cultures are impacted greatly by collectivistic values which 

emphasize the goal of strong communication and harmony between members of the group, 

contrary to Western culture where one is highly impacted by individualistic values (Samovar 

et al., 2004). 

However, the replication of home community and cultural celebration in the South 

Australian context seemed like a separation acculturation strategy (Berry, 1997). The Saudi 

women students were involved more with their original community and rarely with the host 

Australian one. This showed they had great interest in joining the original cultural events and 

interacted with their own nationality in preference to interactions with local people. 

 

3. Maintenance of connection with family and friends in Saudi Arabia 

 
The last aspect of the socio-cultural experience described in the previous chapter 

represented the homesickness difficulty that participants encountered whilst being away from 

their families. This difficulty was partly handled when participants had regular communication 

with close family members and friends. Maintaining regular communication with family and 

friends in Saudi Arabia was perceived positively as a supporting factor towards their emotional 

needs. Nine participants noted that they received support from extended family and friends in 

Saudi Arabia. Lulu (P3) stated: “I talk to my family in Saudi Arabia regularly via social media 
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applications, for example, WhatsApp and Snapchat. They care about me and always pray for 

my success”. Likewise, Hasnaa (P1) stated: “I consider my family a valuable source of moral 

support”. In addition, Wardah (P6) noted: “I communicate most of the time with my parents, 

we have a strong connection with each other”. Moreover, one participant who was alone in 

South Australia, said that she used to seek guidance from her family and her husband when 

encountering difficulties. Arwa (P13) mentioned: “I usually consult my family and my 

husband”. 

These comments reinforced the family as a supporting role in the Saudi Arabian’s 

culture, noting that participants distance from their families has not decreased the level of 

communication. Nevertheless, two participants cited the support from their friends, in addition 

to their families, especially when being in tough situations. Latifah (P5) stated: “The family 

represents the most important thing for me. We have a strong bond and I like to communicate 

with them daily. But if I have a problem, I would like to talk more with my friends”. Also, 

Farah (P11) said: “I am still in touch with my friends. They support and they wish me luck 

during exams. I feel this is the best thing they have ever given me”. Two other participants 

mentioned the limited communication with their friends in Saudi Arabia was due to the 

different time zones between Saudi Arabia and Australia. Arwa (P13) noted: “The 

communication with friends is still happening on an ongoing basis, but the only obstacle is the 

different timing”. Also, Dalia (P14) affirmed: “Communication with my friends became less 

because of the different timing”. 

In this aspect, family support refers to the degree of intimacy family members feel 

towards one another which described the relationship of Saudi women students with their 

families back in Saudi Arabia. Participants in the present study indicated the strong connection 

they had with their extended families while being overseas. In addition, communication with 

friends was mentioned by some participants as another supporting factor. This finding agreed 
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with some studies which highlighted family and friends’ support as an important factor 

influencing the adjustment of international students in the host country (Aldawsari et al., 2018; 

Desa et al., 2012). Scholars have identified that the family and friends’ roles would positively 

support the adjustments of international students. The use of social media tools eased the 

participants’ connection with family and friends in home country, allowing them to spend some 

time talking and sharing thoughts, which was argued by Bacigalupe and Bräuninger (2017) to 

strengthen the international students’ physical, emotional, and social wellbeing. Maintenance 

of the connection with family and friends in Saudi Arabia seemed helpful in managing the 

homesickness experienced by Saudi women while being in South Australia as international 

students. 

7.3.1 Summary of supporting factors in the socio-cultural context 

Findings of the socio-cultural experience in the previous chapter presented some 

difficulties that participants had encountered in establishing a relationship with Australians, 

and its society or culture, which led to some feelings of alienation. While this revealed some 

degree of detachment from the host culture, the participants relied on three supporting factors 

to improve their acculturation in the new context. Reported factors included (1) relationships 

with Saudi members and others, (2) replication of home community, and (3) maintenance of 

connection with family and friends in Saudi Arabia. 

Participant choices in forming relationships with Saudi members, joining the Saudi club 

and maintaining a connection with family and friends in Saudi Arabia each added to the 

satisfaction felt in support networks. Nevertheless, these choices suggest an avoidance of 

forming friendships with locals or other international students. Therefore, it should be noted 

that the participants emphasised their choice to mostly contact similar cultural members leaves 

little time for interacting with locals who could educate the Saudi women about the different 

cultural norms and social aspects of Australian context. Such unintentional behaviours may 
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justify the loneliness that Saudi women felt in their social experience when they were not 

involved with the Australian local community. Additionally, in Chapter Five it was seen that 

many participants stated the goal was to improve their cultural knowledge by choosing to study 

in Australia, yet the presented supporting factors showed their actions did not support this. 

Very limited initiatives were made in gaining knowledge about the hosting Australian culture, 

and more involvement was reported seeking out interactions with a similar cultural background 

to the cohort. The following theme reports the participants’ evaluations and perceptions about 

their own transition experiences having studied and lived in South Australia for a while. 

 

7.4 Third theme: Evaluating the transition experience 

 
Over time Saudi women students had experiencing study and living in South Australia, 

came to a period of appraisal and evaluation of their overall transition journey. This transition 

journey was found to be short for a few but long for most participants, yet they all commented 

on the following three aspects: (1) sponsor’s role, (2) satisfaction about the studying and living 

experience, and (3) suggestions for academic institutions and new Saudi students. 

 

1. Role of scholarship support 

 
As the current study was carried out to explore the case of Saudi women students who 

were holders of scholarships, it is not surprising that all participants cited the generous support 

of many educational, financial and other aspects received from their sponsor, represented by 

the Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission in Australia (SACM). Without the SACM’s support, 

participants would not be able to fund themselves and study in Australia. This was best 

described by Wardah (P6). She stated: 

Thanks to God, I would never get the opportunity to study overseas if it was 

not by them, the SACM. The most significant support is the financial 
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coverage of school costs, living costs including medical costs, and their quick 

response to inquiries. 

Similarly, Nahla (P8) affirmed the SACM’s ongoing support: “The most helpful thing is the 

financial coverage of studying and living costs as well as the health insurance…They took full 

responsibility and their quick response and cooperation towards all cases is appreciated”. From 

another aspect, Dalia (P14) identified the SACM’s liaising role: “The SACM offered academic 

supervision, financial support, and cooperation in matters between my employer in Saudi 

Arabia and me here”. 

Literature around the international students’ experiences indicated a high correlation 

between stable financial needs and outcomes of academic performance (Britt et al., 2017; Joo 

et al., 2008; Sherry et al., 2010). These studies suggest that students who have secured their 

financial needs are more likely to continue their schooling than peers who experience financial 

stresses. Participants in the current study highlighted the same issue, that the financial support 

from the scholarship, covering many aspects such as academic expenses, a monthly stipend, 

and health coverage, gave the greatest assistance to participants and their families. Having 

fewer financial concerns allowed participants to focus more on their studies and less on their 

financial needs that may otherwise require them to undertake part-time jobs, as is the case for 

many international students in Australia (Baglow & Gair, 2019; Nyland et al., 2009). The 

benefit of this financial support was not only acknowledged for the participants, but also for 

their families. It was perceived as a pull factor in Chapter 5, influencing the participants’ 

decisions to study abroad. 

Some scholars found that that American female students face many challenges in 

managing their personal and professional responsibilities due to stresses emerging from sources 

like time pressure or financial worries (Kurtz‐Costes et al., 2006). Yet, the Saudi women in this 

study, as in previous studies (e.g., Al-Qahtani, 2021; Arafeh, 2017), did not have job 

responsibilities and could concentrate on completing their degrees as full-time students. This 
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will further be expressed in the next sub-theme showing the greater benefit for Saudi women 

international students who are financially covered by their sponsor. 

 

2. Satisfaction about the studying and living experience 

 
International students have personal goals they want to achieve and expectations they 

want to meet that are relevant to studying and living in their selected destination. In the present 

study, all fourteen participants reported a high level of satisfaction in regard to their transition 

experience in South Australia in terms of accomplished academic goals and the development 

of other personal skills. To demonstrate, Hasnaa (P1), Lulu (P3), Nora (P4) and Dalia (P14) 

earned their Master’s degrees and generally reflected on their experience and how it inspired 

their future plans. This is best noted by Hasnaa (P1): 

This experience was beautiful with its bitter-sweet and easy and difficult 

situations. I feel that I have lived a completely different life. Despite the 

difficulties and challenges, I am delighted with the experience, and I aspire 

to continue… and if I get a chance to complete a PhD abroad, I would like 

to go through that again. 

 
 

In contrast, Miram (P2) and Latifah (P5), who moved from Canada, commented on the 

specific choice of destination. For example, Miram (P2) stated: “This state has exceeded my 

expectations. I love the quiet places where all religious, cultural and social differences are 

accepted, and I honestly found this visible in South Australia”. Similar comments were also 

shared by Wardah (P6), Nahla (P8) and Hadeel (P9). To illustrate, Wardah (P6), stated: 

“Moving to Australia was a beautiful experience. I believe that choosing this country and city 

was suitable for my needs”. Likewise, Hadeel (P9) said: “I have enjoyed the experience of 

living in another country. I think it is an excellent experience in many aspects, especially 

studying in a different system”. 
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In addition to the general satisfaction concerning the experience of moving to study and 

live in South Australia, four participants were able to share particular aspects. For instance, 

Mona (P10) and Arwa (P13) noted two elements, including the atmosphere in their university 

and the environment of the state, in pointing out their satisfaction regarding their studying and 

living experiences. Mona (P10) commented: “I am satisfied with my choice of this university 

and this state because it is small, and the entertainment places are limited which makes for a 

very great study environment”. Furthermore, Arwa (P13) added a comment about the 

supportive elements she received: “I am relieved that I chose Australia. I receive moral support 

from my family, financial support from the SACM, and academic support from the university. 

I am satisfied with my experience”. Nevertheless, Farah (P11) and Zara (P12) explained how 

they explored and enjoyed their lives in a different society which widened their knowledge of 

a different culture. Zara (P12) said: “This experience helped me explore others’ cultures and 

Western lifestyle, so I developed an idea about this community and new ways of living”. 

Moreover, eleven participants referred to specific examples of their personal, academic 

and non-academic achievements, denoting their satisfaction with their individual journeys. 

Three participants who were going back to work as lecturers at the university level noted the 

professional knowledge they had gained from their lecturers in Australian universities. For 

example, Hasnaa (P1), who earned a Master’s degree in education, stated: “I want to transfer 

this knowledge to my country and to the students I will teach. I will deal with them in a different 

and more sophisticated way”. Likewise, Lulu (P3) commented on the same benefit and stated, 

“As a faculty member at the university, I learned how to deal with students, simplify the 

required tasks and give them opportunities for discussion”. Apparently, both participants 

enjoyed the low power distance with their university lecturers, as well as benefitting from being 

able to express their opinions through discussions in class. Thus, they decided to employ 

similar class arrangements with their students once going back to their jobs. Nevertheless, 
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Miram (P2) shared a similar advantage of having studied in a different structure of her 

specialized field: “The scholarship program is a great opportunity in my life… My 

specialization is psychology and I surely have known things I would never have known if I 

studied only in Saudi Arabia”. 

Seven participants, including Lulu (P3), Nora (P4), Wardah (P6), Nahla (P8), Hadeel 

(P9), Farah (P11) and Dalia (P14) also identified personal development including personal 

skills as benefits resulting from living in the different context. In general, Lulu (P3), Farah 

(P11) and Dalia (P14) mentioned that in Saudi Arabia they were heavily reliant on their families 

to solve difficulties and make decisions and had to develop independence after being alone. 

Describing this development was done best by Farah (P11) who recognised that: 

The overseas journey helped me become independent, especially in solving 

problems. I used to give up because I knew that my family would help me 

out, but here there is no one who cares about me so I should help myself. I 

have to endure difficulties and face them positively. 

 

 

More specifically, Nora (P4) differentiated her life and improvements of skills before 

and after moving to South Australia. She noted: 

Being away from friends and family illuminated to me and offered a chance 

to develop and change personally. My life abroad has changed significantly 

compared to the previous situation. Also, my character changed because 

before I was anxious about making decisions and reactions but living abroad 

gave me a chance to develop skills, and learn to rely on myself more than 

when I was in Saudi Arabia. 

 
 

From another aspect, two participants who were mothers, agreed that living in the new 

context offered a greater opportunity to strengthen the relationships with their children. Both 

women noted they were busy engaging in family occasions or meeting job demands, which left 
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fewer chances to closely monitor their children. However, once they had settled in South 

Australia, they had a better connection with them. In this regard, Hadeel (P9) started: “I became 

closer to my small family and took care of them without relying on my family”. Similarly, 

Nahla (P8) further elaborated: 

I am happy about the experience of moving to study and live overseas 

because it helped me to strengthen the internal family relations, unlike in 

Saudi Arabia. I was connected to the job, family meetings, friends, and 

neighbours so there is no chance to sit with my children or deal their needs 

for a long time. While my relationship with others here is limited, I have been 

more related to my children. 

 

 

Satisfaction in this aspect is defined as “an emotional state of mind after an immediate 

connection” (Moslehpour et al., 2020). Additionally, Kéri and Hetesi (2022) proposed that 

international students’ satisfaction could be investigated through examining the whole study- 

abroad process, including both university and non-university factors relating to the entire length 

of the study abroad experience. Both definitions were referred to by almost all participants in 

the current study. The participants reported their satisfactory opinions regarding studying and 

living experiences in South Australia according to their achieved academic goals and other 

personal improvements. They recognised the quality of their Australian academic experience 

impacting not only their progress, but also their professional knowledge, as had been shown in 

previous studies (Bodycott & Walker, 2000; Gacel-Ávila, 2005). It can be concluded then that 

citizens who engage richly in study abroad often bring back substantial new knowledge and 

skills to their home countries. 

Furthermore, a number of recent studies uncovered that international students’ 

satisfaction, receiving an overseas education, could be linked to the quality of their overall 

experience (El Alfy & Abukari, 2020; Moslehpour et al., 2020). Indeed, the reported quotes 
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highlighted the participants’ identified factors like lecturers’ competency to deal with them and 

the content of courses, the university’s atmosphere and the city’s environment as all influencing 

their level of satisfaction. This aligns with the findings of previous research (Kéri & Hetesi, 

2022; Lenton, 2015; Schertzer & Schertzer, 2004). 

So besides overall academic satisfaction, participants also found satisfaction in 

unexpected benefits to their personal development, mostly through the situational consequence 

of their increased independence from the family. The collectivist cultural features of Saudi life 

seemed to restrict the participants’ capacity to develop independence in making personal 

decisions. As a result, when they moved to study in South Australia and lived separately from 

their own families, they become aware of the need to become independent. Improving personal 

skills was noted in the literature as one of the non-academic advantages that Saudi women 

students gained from studying abroad (Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015). 

 

3. Suggestions for academic institutions and new Saudi students 

 
Participants in the above section indicated a high level of satisfaction towards their 

experience of studying and living in South Australia. However, in this section they identified 

a number of suggestions for the academic institutions in Australia and for Saudi students who 

plan to study in Australia. 

First, two participants commented on the lack of academic skills and the difficulty of 

different program structures they encountered early on when starting their university degrees. 

The difficulty noted by the participants was caused by differences between language centres 

and the university assessments, program structures and a lack of familiarity with the ways of 

dealing with materials or devices. Therefore, one suggested that English language centres 

develop a special course to help international students be prepared for a similar university 

environment. Hasnaa (P1) recounted her experience: 
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When I studied at the university, I had difficulties in the assignments such as 

writing research papers. I wished that the language centre had provided us 

with a similar academic environment, to understand the method and meet the 

required level. I wish there was such a preparing/initial course for students 

who start university at postgraduate level. 

 
 

Wardah (P6) also advised it would be helpful if a similar course was developed by the 

science departments. She stated: 

I found that the program and the materials were mostly designed to suit the 

local students, and not us international students. Even the devices in the labs, 

the Australian students were used to them more than us because they have 

already used them in their previous classes. For us, it took a long time to 

learn how to use. I wished that the university and specifically my department 

had training sessions for international students or a short orientation course 

at the beginning of our study. 

 
 

Second, several participants discussed academic preparation and knowledge gained 

regarding the new destination for new Saudi students who plan to study in Australia. For 

academic preparation, Hasnaa (P1) and Hadeel (P9) noted the importance of acquiring an 

appropriate level of English language to be able to overcome language difficulties in shorter 

timeframes. Hasnaa (P1) recommended achieving a good level of English language to help 

master other academic skills. She highlighted: “I advise them to study the language at a high 

level before going overseas to study so that time is not wasted in balancing study and learning 

other academic skills at the beginning of the program”. Also, recommendations were made by 

other participants to attain more knowledge about Australia, and the university or program prior 

to arrival. For example, Lulu (P3) stated: “My advice for the students who are coming to study 

here, is to read about the country, and its culture”. Similarly, Hadeel (P9) stated: “I would 

recommend that they get to know the city, the university, and identify basic needs long before 
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travelling. Doing so will minimize the difficulties they might face if they arrive without having 

knowledge and being prepared”. It seemed that participants mostly agreed with the view that 

they should have been better prepared prior to travelling. Therefore, they pointed out such 

advice for new students. 

This aspect indicates that in hindsight, there was a felt measure of deficiency in the 

participants academic preparation prior to starting university and consequently their 

suggestions to do further research personally and for the university to develop special courses 

for international students. The identified difficulties faced upon starting the university program 

confirmed this notion that international students may encounter difficulties resulting from 

different academic practices and expectations (Ryan, 2005). Indeed, this sub-theme and the 

academic experience theme presented in the previous chapter both reflect some participants’ 

difficulties in English language skills and assessment methods. Therefore, educational 

institutions including language centres and universities in Australia are advised to design 

courses or orientation sessions to assist international students to achieve better levels of 

educational acculturating and understanding. This intended achievement is supported by the 

findings of a previous study which revealed that students who completed a preparatory course 

felt that they were given guidance in adjusting to the new academic environment (Dooey, 

2010). Thereafter, a preparatory course would help international students to optimize their 

academic readiness to start university degrees and get the greatest benefit from the academic 

experience. 

7.4.1 Summary of evaluating the transition experience 

Three aspects were presented under this theme describing the evaluative opinions made 

by participants regarding their transition experience studying and living in South Australia. The 

first aspect reported was the participants’ appreciation and acknowledgment of receiving a 

governmental scholarship. The second aspect outlined participants’ recognition of their 
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individual achievements. Finally, the third aspect identified suggestions for academic 

institutions in Australia and advice for new Saudi students to better prepare for study in 

Australia. 

 

7.5 Conclusion of chapter 

 
This chapter responded to the third research question by identifying supporting factors 

and acculturation strategies in the academic context and in the socio-cultural context of Saudi 

women students in South Australia. In the academic context, the main source of support was 

utilized through the university services and the department of international students. In 

addition, seeking help from lecturers and peers revealed that participants were actively finding 

strategies to overcome academic difficulties, and responding to the demands of the Australian 

academic context. Also, Saudi women reported that organizing their time and finding support 

in their homes from their husbands was helpful in managing their multiple roles as spouses, 

mothers and students. In the socio-cultural context, establishing friendships with Saudi 

members, replicating home communities and maintaining connections with family and friends 

in Saudi Arabia were the three highlighted supporting factors. 

The findings from this chapter of supporting factors within both the study and lived 

experiences reinforced the impact of cultural values and social practices in the Saudi Arabian 

context which influenced the choices of participants in overcoming their challenges. Being 

Saudi women in a different context was found to influence their acculturation strategies 

because they had to continuously negotiate their values and behaviors so that they could 

perform well in the Australian academic and socio-cultural environments. 

In the academic context, the motivational goals to acquire English language and to obtain 

a degree led the participants to better adjust themselves in the new academic context. Yet to 

some extent, the existence of peers from the same culture restricted their full assimilation, and 

hindered engagement with local or other international students in the classes. In the socio- 



235  

cultural context, the participants’ regular gatherings with Saudi members, replication of 

cultural events and the lack of local friendships caused a separation from the Australian social 

environment. 

After presenting the supporting factors in both academic and socio-cultural experiences, 

the third theme explained how participants evaluated their studying and living experience in 

South Australia. Most participants acknowledged receiving full financial support for 

themselves and their accompanying families and reported a high level of satisfaction in terms 

of achieved academic and other individual expectations. Additionally, participants raised two 

points: (1) suggestions for academic institutions to develop a specific course for international 

students introducing them to the standards and expectations of academic requirements in the 

Australian academic culture and (2) suggestions for new Saudi students planning to study in 

Australia to read and learn about the country, the university and program details prior to arrival. 

The following final chapter, Chapter Eight, will summarize the study, present an overview of 

the findings, and identify some limitations of the study while proposing recommendations for 

future studies. 
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Chapter 8: Summary and conclusion 
 
 

 

8.1 Introduction 

 
This final chapter concludes the study by summarizing the previous chapters, 

highlighting the findings of the research questions, presenting the implications, identifying the 

limitations and giving suggestions for future research. As stated in the first chapter, this study 

aimed to examine the transition of Saudi women students in South Australia. The transition 

was examined to identify push-pull factors informing the decision to leave their home country 

and study in Australia; it described the academic and socio-cultural experiences and identified 

the supporting factors in the academic and socio-cultural contexts and  the acculturation 

strategies. 

As the study focused on a particular cohort from Saudi Arabia, those who decided to 

study and live in Australia, the second chapter presented the backgrounds of both the home and 

host contexts. The Saudi Arabian context, the participants’ home country, was noted to reflect 

a remarkable history which was deeply entrenched with religion-based values informing both 

cultural and social practices. The Islamic teachings not only informed these held values, but 

also determined codes of practices that shaped educational and socio-cultural practices for 

women and men of the nation. The Australian context was also depicted for this study being 

the participants’ host context of interest, a place where they temporarily studied and lived as 

international students. 

Chapter Three commenced with a review of the internationalisation of education forming 

the base of the current study and arguing for the need to examine the international students’ 

different experiences, whilst taking into consideration that many of them relocate to a context 

that is different from their original backgrounds. The chapter then presented a scoping review 
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of the literature in terms of push-pull factors influencing the choices of international students 

to leave their home country and to select study abroad, including the challenges resulting from 

cross-cultural contact and the supporting factors and acculturation strategies employed while 

being in the host destination. Each of these three sections started with an appropriate theoretical 

framework providing a clear lens to examine the international students’ experiences. 

The push-pull factors model by Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) offered a general 

understanding of the factors influencing the choices of international students to study abroad. 

Further, while available studies highlighted a variety of push-pull factors influencing 

international students’ choices, only two of the focused cohort studies considered the case of 

Saudi students in Australia. Therefore, this study aimed to fill the gap in the body of knowledge, 

by examining the factors that informed the decision of Saudi women students to leave their 

home country and choose Australia as the host country. 

The cross-cultural contact experienced by intentional students was discussed according 

to the proposed cultural dimensions theory (G. Hofstede, 1983). This theory argued for six 

dimensions in which cultures can be similar or different. Pertaining to the contexts of the 

current study, the review showed how Saudi Arabia and Australia received different scores in 

the model, suggesting these differences may cause some degree of difficulty in adaptation to 

the academic and socio-cultural contexts for Saudi women student in Australia. The review 

then examined a number of empirical studies that reported cross-cultural challenges to the 

educational and social experiences of Saudi students in different countries. The examination of 

these empirical studies indicated the lack of studies on the experience of Saudi women students, 

especially in the Australian context. Hence, the current study is intended to respond to this gap 

and produce knowledge on the cross-cultural contact experience of Saudi women students in 

Australia. 
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The last section of the literature review was concerned with the supporting factors and 

acculturation strategies of international students. In the acculturation model pioneered by Berry 

(1997), an understanding of the acculturation of international students was defined based on 

the individual’s aim to either maintain their original cultural values or adapt to the host’s. After 

defining acculturation, the review was expanded to discuss a number of factors of the 

educational and social aspects and their impact in enhancing the experience of international 

students. 

Following the literature review, Chapter Four described the methodology of the current 

study employing qualitative research methods. Semi-structured individual interviews were 

conducted with fourteen Saudi women students who had enrolled in different degree courses 

and programs in South Australian tertiary institutions. Combining the thematic analysis 

approach with the three theoretical models enabled the organisation of interview data to 

examine the transition of Saudi women students. The interviews were analysed, reported, 

discussed and presented in Chapters Five, Six and Seven to explain the participants’ transition 

experience in three phases: (1) push-pull factors informing the decision to study abroad and 

selection of Australia, (2) academic and socio-cultural experiences, and (3) supporting factors 

and acculturation strategies. Thus, the study offered rigorous and organised understandings on 

the transition of Saudi women tertiary students in South Australia. 

 

8.2 Answering the research questions 

 
The study was guided by three research questions whose findings will now be 

summarised. 

 

RQ1: Push-Pull factors 

 
Chapter Five responded to the first research question: What push-pull factors informed 

the decision of Saudi women students to leave their country and select to study in Australia? 
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The findings reported nine push-pull factors that were relevant to the decision of Saudi women 

students. Push factors referred to various external or internal influences in the home country, 

Saudi Arabia, that led Saudi women students to leave their country in the pursuit of studies 

overseas, whereas pull factors identified attractive considerations for selecting Australia as a 

host destination. 

• This study found that Saudi women’s push factors for leaving their country to 

become international students were: (1) job requirement, (2) benefitting husband 

and children, (3) acquiring the English language and obtaining an international 

degree, and (4) improving cultural awareness. 

• In terms of identified pull factors, the study revealed that Australia was the 

primary choice for the participants. The Saudi women students selected Australia 

based on: (1) knowledge about the country as a safe and multicultural 

environment demonstrated by the presence of Arab and Muslim groups, (2) the 

image of tertiary education based on language of instruction, quality of education, 

availability of subjects and university admission, (3) available scholarship, (4), 

recommendation from others, and (5) lifestyle and climate. 

 

RQ2: Academic and Socio-cultural experiences 

 
Chapter Six corresponded to the second research question: How did Saudi women 

describe the academic and socio-cultural experiences in Australia? The findings reported and 

discussed two themes concerning the academic and socio-cultural experiences. Taking into 

account the huge cultural distance of the Saudi Arabian context to the Australian context as 

noted in the literature review (Section 3.3), Saudi women students had been challenged in some 

aspects of their academic and socio-cultural contexts due to the differences from their home 

context, especially upon joining the universities and settling into the new social settings. 
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• The following aspects were reported by the participants describing their academic 

experience: (1) becoming students and navigating differences of the new 

educational system, (2) English language and academic skills, (3) assessments 

and evaluation of student performance and benefits of rubric, (4) teacher-student 

relationships and teaching style, (5) being and working in mixed-gender 

environments, (6) managing multiple roles, and (7) religious and cultural 

practices in the institutions. 

• Concerning the socio-cultural experience which began at the time participants 

were preparing themselves to leave Saudi Arabia, the participants reported their 

situation to (1) gain knowledge about the destination and (2) arrange for arrival 

pick up, then after arrival they shared the experience while (3) securing 

accommodation, and (4) using transportation. 

• Following settlement, the second stage of the Saudi women students’ socio- 

cultural experience was reported in terms of: (1) different social aspects between 

contexts, (2) making friendships, (3) being Muslim women: sense of recognition 

and harassment, and (4) experiencing homesickness. 

 

RQ3: Supporting factors in the academic and socio-cultural contexts 

 
Chapter Seven was the final chapter presenting the findings and answering the third 

research question: What supporting factors in the academic and socio-cultural contexts helped 

Saudi women in their transition experience? The examination of Saudi women’s academic and 

socio-cultural experiences in Chapter Six confirmed that their contact with the Australian 

culture resulted in some challenges as they came to realise the different approaches when 

compared to their original culture. Eventually Saudi women students found and employed a 
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number of ways to adapt to the Australian academic and socio-cultural settings by making 

compromises or practical adjustments. 

• The identified supporting factors in the academic context included: (1) university 

services, (2) lecturers’ and peers’ assistance, and (3) time management and 

husbands’ support. 

• In the socio-cultural context, the study found the following supporting factors: 

 

(1) relationships with Saudi members and others, (2) replication of home 

community, and (3) maintenance of connection with family and friends in Saudi 

Arabia. An interesting finding to be noted in this thesis is that the collectivistic 

values have helped Saudi women to rely on their friendships in relation to women 

from the same culture as an acculturation and supportive means to feel safe and 

be connected with their original culture while sharing the same experience of 

living and studying in a different country. 

• Regarding the acculturation strategies, the study found that within the academic 

context, the participants tended to assimilate in the beginning of their educational 

journeys to ensure they understood and met the requirements of Australian 

universities. The study also noted that some of the participants intentionally 

separated themselves from interacting and collaborating with local or other 

international students and preferably sought the help from their peers of the same 

culture. Likewise, a separation strategy was clearly noticed when examining the 

supporting factors in the socio-cultural context. Most participants had limited 

socio-cultural adaptation as they intensively surrounded themselves with 

members of their culture in Australia and in Saudi Arabia. 
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• The last emerging theme in this seventh chapter reported the Saudi women 

students’ evaluation of their transition. The following aspects were noted: (1) 

sponsor’s role, (2) satisfaction about the study and lived experience, and (3) 

suggestions for academic institutions and new Saudi students. 

• The participants have greatly appreciated the chance to be sponsored by their 

employers or the KASP to study overseas. Also, Saudi women students overall 

appeared to be satisfied with their studying and living experiences in Australia. 

This is not to deny the encountered difficulties, but rather clear satisfaction was 

found in being able to accomplish their academic goals and overcome their 

challenges. They appreciated their choice of Australia as a host study destination 

in general, and were satisfied with the university education experience in which 

they perceived Australian qualifications as being of high quality. 

 

8.3 Model of the transition of Saudi women students in South Australia 

 
According to the findings reported in the Chapters Five, Six and Seven, and with 

reference to the employed three frameworks in this study, a model of Saudi women’s students 

transition at the three phases has been developed and shown below in Figure 12. 
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Figure 12. Model of the transition of Saudi women students in South Australia 
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Apparently, the push pull factors theoretical model offered an overview of the Saudi 

women students’ transitional experience right from its initial stage, yet it did not allow for a 

deeper understanding of the actual studying and living experiences as they have gone 

through. Therefore, by working all three theoretical models together, the investigation had a 

much more comprehensive examination of the participants transitional journey as 

international students.  

The fundamental theories, which inform the structure of the model, were perceived to 

examine the transition of Saudi women students in three phases. In the first phase, the push- 

pull factors model provided insights into the factors informing the decision of Saudi women 

students to leave their home country and select to study in Australia. Once the decision had 

been made and the participants arrived in Australia, the second stage of transition started. Based 

on the distinctive cultural dimensions between the home country Saudi Arabia and the host 

country Australia, this stage described several aspects pertaining to academic and socio- 

cultural experiences of Saudi women students in South Australia. As some of these aspects in 

both the academic and socio-cultural contexts were perceived by participants as difficulties, 

the third stage identified the use of several supporting factors to fit into their new Australian 

contexts. Employing the acculturation strategies theory helped in understanding the underlying 

cultural goals, whether participants aimed to engage fully or partially with the cultural features 

of their host country. 
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8.4 Implications of the study 

 
This study focused on the experience of Saudi women and is useful in understanding and 

highlighting their transition as international students in a different country, additionally to the 

following specific implications. 

• First, the current study presents a contextual implication concerning 

Saudi women’s transitions as they settle temporarily to study and live in 

Australia. Previous Australian-based studies that specifically explored 

the experiences of Saudi students were limited. These limited studies 

examined the factors influencing Saudi men and women students who 

choose Australia as their destination (Binsahl, 2018; Alsulami, 2016) 

and the experience of studying in Australia (Alhazmi, 2013; Alsahafi 

& Shin, 2017; Orth, 2015). Therefore, the current study intended to 

produce additional and more specific knowledge on the experience of 

Saudi women students about their transition at three phases. 

• Second, this study provides a theoretical understanding through the 

employment of the three models: (1) push-pull factors, (2) cultural 

dimensions theory and (3) acculturation strategies theory, forming the 

basis to explore the transition of Saudi women students in Australia. By 

employing three different theoretical frameworks, the transition of 

Saudi women students was examined at three phases: (1) the decision to 

study abroad and the selection of Australia as the host destination, (2) 

the cross-cultural experiences regarding attendance at Australian 

academic institutions and living in the different socio-cultural 

environments and (3) the use of various supporting sources to 

acculturate in the new educational and socio-cultural contexts. No 
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studies have been found that explored Saudi women students’ 

experiences concerning the push-pull factors, academic and socio-

cultural experiences and supporting factors and acculturation strategies 

in the Australian context. Hence the current study provides an 

understanding of how Saudi women students report their transition as 

international students in Australia. 

• Also, this study offers some practical implications for the scholarship’s 

authorities in Saudi Arabia, as well as the Australian academic 

institutions and their members, future Saudi women students, and the 

host Australian community as follows. The current study may help to 

inform the scholarship authorities within the Saudi Arabian context 

about the importance of supporting their sponsored students to be more 

academically skilled and culturally knowledgeable about their selected 

country when making their decision to study abroad. This could be done 

by introducing provisional students to the systems of education in other 

contexts, their cultural values and social practices. It would be useful 

to invite the Saudi students who have finished their studies in Australia to 

share their experiences. This developed awareness could contribute to 

easier management when having to deal with unfamiliar situations 

resulting from crossing cultures. 
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• The academic institutions in Australia could enhance their services to 

help reduce the inconvenience associated with the transition of Saudi 

women students and ensure they gain a better academic experience. The 

roles of Australian academic institutions, lecturers and staff have been 

acknowledged in the findings, yet they are encouraged to take further 

responsibility towards providing culturally appropriate support to Saudi 

women students, at all phases. Newly arrived Saudi women students 

could be better equipped to join the university programs through more 

specific sessions offered over multiple times of the semester, for 

example, in the beginning to introduce them to the university and its 

policies, through mid- terms and toward the end during final 

examinations and assessments periods to help solve any difficulties. 

• The broader community in Australia also needs to improve its level of 

acceptance and tolerance towards Saudi women students. The 

participants shared several unpleasant and single acts of harassment in 

public places in response to dressing in abaya and niqab. Specifically, 

structured initiatives such as connecting Saudi students with local 

people in the community could promote better intercultural 

understanding and greater awareness of cultural differences. This would 

help locals to dispel stereotypes around Saudi students and their cultural 

practices, accelerate the acculturation of the students themselves and 

lead to a more multicultural Australian context. 
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8.5 Limitations of the study and suggestions for future research 

 
The present study contributed to the growing body of literature on international students’ 

push-pull factors to study abroad, academic and socio-cultural experiences, supporting factors 

and acculturation strategies. Specifically, it contributes to the literature on Saudi women 

students studying in Australia. However, there were several limitations to this study that may 

restrict the generalization of its findings and suggest new directions for future research. 

• First, this research focused on exploring the push-pull factors, academic and 

socio-cultural experiences and supporting factors and acculturation strategies 

during the transition. However, the study did not examine the returning home 

experience after graduation due to the limited timeframe. A longitudinal study in 

the future could be considered to examine one group of participants’ experiences 

before, during and after returning to home country, to offer better understandings 

of their transition at different phases. 

• The second limitation concerns the qualitative approach and the use of semi- 

structured interviews for data collection. Although scholars argue the suitability 

of qualitative research as an excellent methodology when exploring and 

understanding are the main objectives of a study, future studies may employ the 

mixed methods design to offer more comprehensive findings. Moreover, field 

observations, focus groups or questionnaire tools could be designed based on the 

findings of this study and administered to a new group of participants to enable 

the generalization of understanding of Saudi women students’ experiences. 

• The current thesis aimed to contribute to literature regarding the transition 

experience of Saudi women international students in South Australian context. 

However, some methodological limitations especially regarding the participants 

number may prevent the generalization of its findings. Only 14 women students 
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from Saudi Arabia were recruited for taking part in the study. In addition, the 

qualitative interview approach was used to collect the data, which has the 

potential to compromise the objectivity of the findings since such an approach is 

inherently subjective. Future research could consider methodological 

adjustments to enable the recruitment of a larger number of participants of 

different genders, and then use empirical methodologies to further investigate 

and expand the research problem. 

• Also, this study was conducted in response to research questions from the 

perspective of the Saudi women students only. For future research, the 

perspectives of other international women students could be considered. It 

would be interesting to explore whether women students from different cultural 

backgrounds report similar push-pull factors, academic and socio-cultural 

challenges and the use of supporting factors and acculturation strategies when 

moving to study in Australia.  

• A fifth limitation pertains to the study being conducted in only one state of 

Australia. However, due to the cultural and academic consistency across the 

Australian context, it is very possible the findings of this research examining the 

transition of Saudi women students might be generalized to other Saudi women 

studying in other states of Australia. 

• Lastly, a frequent concern for the researcher was keeping personal biases in check 

during the stages of collecting, analysing and interpreting the data. Careful 

attempts were made to treat all data objectively. Every possible effort was made 

by the researcher to report analysed data objectively and accurately, to the best 

levels, using the theoretical frameworks for the study. And, all aspects of the 

ethics approval were complied with throughout the study. 
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8.6 Concluding remark 

 

This qualitative study was designed and conducted to explore the transition of Saudi 

women students in Australia pertaining to their push-pull factors, academic and socio-cultural 

experiences and supporting factors and acculturation strategies. Fourteen Saudi women 

students took part in the semi-structured interviews to share their own stories of becoming 

international students in another cultural context. Saudi Arabian cultural values and social 

practices were found to impact on the participants’ experiences. Moving to study and live in a 

new context that holds contradictory practices and values was found to cause some difficulties 

especially at the beginning of the settlement experience in Australia. However, the participants 

demonstrated positive initiatives to overcome these challenges and to achieve the intended 

goals derived from their choice to study in Australia. The overall view indicated that the Saudi 

women students were satisfied and found success regarding their transition in Australia. 
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Appendix A: Ethics Approved from the Human Research Ethics Committee 

 
Note: Title of thesis (Saudi International Female Students: Challenges and Cultural 

Experiences in Australian Universities: the transition experiences and adjustment strategies in 

South Australia) served as the original starting-point in these documents. 
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Appendix B: English and Arabic Versions of Invitation Email 
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Appendix C: English and Arabic Versions of Participant Information 

Sheet 
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Appendix D: English and Arabic Versions of Consent Form 
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Appendix E: Profiles of Individual Participants 

 
Hasnaa (P1) 

 

Hasnaa was aged between 35- 40 years and had one child. She came to Australia with her 

husband to study English academic courses then attended a Master’s level course. She was the 

main recipient of a scholarship from her employer where she works as a teaching assistant in 

Saudi Arabia. At the interview time, she graduated with a Master’s degree from the School of 

Education and was preparing to go back to Saudi Arabia. 

Miram (P2) 

 

Miram was married, aged between 25-34 years and had two children. She received the 

governmental scholarship (KASP) and was in Canada before moving to South Australia with 

her husband and children. She was studying Psychology at Master’s level and at the interview 

time was in her first semester. 

Lulu (P3) 

 

Lulu was aged between 25-34 years and was single. She came with her brother before getting 

married, then her husband came after. Being a teaching assistant, she was eligible to apply for 

an employer scholarship to study a Master’s degree in Australia. At interview time, she was a 

graduate of a Master’s degree in Early Childhood Education. 

Nora (P4) 

 

Nora was aged between 25-34 years and had one child. Initially, she came with her husband to 

support him, then was eligible to receive the same scholarship from her husband’s employer. 

At the interview time, Nora was attending an English pathway program to advance her English 

skills prior studying a Master’s degree in Business Management. Before coming to Australia, 

Nora and her husband studied for short time in the United Kingdom. 
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Latifah (P5) 

 

Latifah was aged between 25-34 years and had one child. At the interview time, Latifah was in 

her first semester studying a Diploma in Marketing. She came with her husband who was the 

recipient of a scholarship from his work to continue Postdoctoral studies. Before coming to 

Australia, they were in Canada. 

Wardah (P6) 

 

Wardah was aged between 25- 34 years and had two children. At the interview time, Wardah 

was in her second semester studying Chemistry at Master’s level. She received an employer 

scholarship to study abroad being a teaching assistant in a Saudi Arabian university. 

Jamilah (P7) 

 

Jamilah was aged between 35-40 year and was single. She was a lecturer in a Saudi Arabian 

university. At the interview time, she was attending an English academic course before starting 

her Doctorate degree in Chemistry. She came to Australia with her younger brother after being 

offered the chance to study abroad on a scholarship from her employer. 

Nahla (P8) 

 

Nahla was aged between 25-34 years and had four children. Nahla worked as a lecturer in a 

Saudi Arabian university and was studying at Doctorate level in English Literature. At the 

interview time, she was in her first year of PhD candidature. 

Hadeel (P9) 

 

Hadeel was aged between 25-34 years and had four children. She came to Australia to support 

her husband while he attended his study. At the interview, she was attending an English 

academic course with no intention of enrolling in other degree courses. 
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Mona (P10) 

 

Mona was aged between 25-34 years, married with no children and came to Australia with her 

husband. She received the governmental scholarship (KASP) to study a Master’s degree. At 

the interview time, she was in her second semester studying Project Management. 

Farah (P11) 

 

Farah was aged between 18-24 years and came to Australia with her brother. Farah worked in 

a medical institution who offered her the employer scholarship to study overseas. At the 

interview time, she was in her second semester studying Diploma in Nursing. 

Zara (P12) 

 

Zara was aged between 18-24 years. She was the main recipient of the scholarship from her 

employer in a Saudi Arabian medical institution. She was in the second year doing her 

Bachelor’s degree in Nursing at the interview time. At the beginning, her father came to support 

her, then she lived alone. 

Arwa (P13) 

 

Arwa was aged between 25-34 years, married with no children. She was a lecturer in a Saudi 

Arabian university and has pursued her Master’s degree in the United Kingdom. At the 

interview time, Arwa was in her second year of PhD candidature and living alone. 

Dalia (P14) 

 

Dalia was aged between 24-35 years and had two children. She was a teaching assistant in a 

Saudi Arabian university. At the interview time, she graduated with a Master’s degree in 

Education. 
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Appendix F: English and Arabic Versions of Interview Protocol 
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Appendix G: Example of Arabic Interview Transcript 
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Appendix H: Example of Translated Interview Transcript 
 
 

 

 




