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Teacher quality is one of the most significant factors influencing the overall effectiveness of an education system. In this process, educators emphasize that teachers play the most crucial role in the educational process. Highlighting the importance of teachers draws attention to the value of their education, training, and readiness. This article discusses the history of initial teacher preparation (ITP) and its development within the context of Saudi Arabia. Drawing on the relevant literature, this review paper explores the fundamental elements that (ITP) education should include to achieve Vision 2030 goals for preparing future teachers. The paper also provides a proposed organizational framework for initial teacher preparation (ITP) in Saudi Arabia. The point in focusing on this topic lies in its academic contribution to the background context of initial teacher preparation (ITP), where little research has been published over the past years.
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1 Introduction and background

Education in Saudi Arabia aims to equip learners with the tools for learning while creating and enhancing situations that facilitate their acquisition of knowledge, information, experience, and practical skills essential for leading their lives (Alharbi, 2024; Alqahtani and Albidewi, 2022). This process typically begins with school education, which is often the learners’ first significant encounter with the world beyond their immediate environment. The educational process is inherently complex, dynamic, and grounded in scientific and technical principles. It encompasses various elements, including the teacher, study materials, related activities, and teaching methods. Given that teachers are the cornerstone of this process, they must be adequately prepared to refine their teaching abilities and adopt practices that meet the diverse needs of learners (Alqahtani and Albidewi, 2022; AlHarbi, 2021). Simply having the inclination and willingness to teach is not enough. Therefore, training during the preparation phase and throughout their professional practice is essential in empowering teachers to teach effectively.

Teacher preparation is crucial to educational development policies and strategies in many countries worldwide, specifically in Saudi (Alharbi, 2024). Although global educational policies may vary, they consistently emphasize the importance of enhancing teacher preparation and qualification processes (Albaqami, 2024). Improving these programs is seen as a critical factor in increasing the overall effectiveness of the educational system in the country (Allmnakrah and Evers, 2020).

A report (UNESCO, 2024) indicated that qualified teachers are central to any high-quality educational system, and the level of its teachers measures the quality of any educational system. Allmnakrah and Evers (2020) mentioned that it has become necessary for teacher preparation to be through modern, advanced programs due to global changes, contemporary challenges, and new technologies that impose a rapid change in educational needs and skills for the workforce. Indeed, preparing the modern teacher includes a wide range of attention from educators and psychologists. This stems from the teacher’s essential and vital role in achieving educational institutions’ goals, where their preparation, qualification, and professional development have become fundamentals in improving education and learning (AlHarbi, 2021).

One of the most essential recommendations by education experts to advance Arab education and progress in the global ranking of the most successful and educated countries is the necessity to review the system of preparing and training teachers (Badawi, 2023; Waterbury, 2019; Altakhaineh and Zibin, 2021). The aim is to provide an educational framework capable of leading the educational process and enabling students to acquire knowledge and skills (Ministry of Education, 2019; Sywelem and Witte, 2013). Recently, Saudi Arabia has implemented several key initiatives to enhance professional education and training programs for teachers. This includes establishing professional standards for educators through the National Authority for Education Evaluation, aligning with the Kingdom’s Vision 2030.


1.1 Vision 2030 and the transformation

Vision 2030 is a strategic framework introduced by the Saudi Arabian government in April 2016. It aims to transform the country across various sectors by reducing its reliance on oil revenue and diversifying the economy. This ambitious plan envisions substantial economic, social, and cultural reforms by 2030 (Vision 2030: Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2023). The framework’s core objective is to shift the nation’s economy and society away from oil dependency, fostering a more diverse economic landscape and cultivating a culture open to global engagement (Alharbi, 2024). It is built upon three fundamental pillars: creating a vibrant society, building a thriving economy, and fostering an ambitious nation, all aimed at reshaping Saudi Arabia’s future (Vision 2030: Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2023).

In the field of education and teaching development, Vision 2030 places a strong emphasis on improving educational quality and developing a skilled, innovative workforce (Vision 2030: Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2023). The plan acknowledges the critical role of a well-educated population in driving the country’s economic growth and success. Critical elements of Vision 2030’s education strategy include enhancing education quality, curriculum reform, promoting research and innovation, integrating e-learning and technology, upgrading educational facilities, and encouraging lifelong learning and teacher development (Allmnakrah and Evers, 2020). Recognizing the vital role of teachers in the educational system, Vision 2030 focuses on improving teacher training and development, ensuring educators are equipped with up-to-date pedagogical methods and subject expertise.

A literature review indicates a limited number of sources in Saudi Arabia that provide comprehensive information on the historical background of initial teaching preparation (ITP) education and the overall development of teaching as a profession across the country. Furthermore, there is a noticeable gap in knowledge regarding the entire history and progression of (ITP) education. Therefore, this paper aims to offer an overview of the history of (ITP) education within Saudi Arabia, including details on teaching regulations and essential elements of (ITP). The paper briefly summarizes teacher preparation education in Saudi Arabia. The second part of the paper explores the essential element that the future (ITP) education should include and highlights the recommended (ITP) framework.




2 An overview of initial teacher preparation

Saudi Arabia’s education system was established in 1925. It happened when the Directorate of Knowledge was formed, and from then, they started overseeing four primary schools (Ministry of Education, 2020a). The Ministry of Knowledge was born in 1951 to keep checks and balances in general education (Ministry of Education, 2020a; Hakeem, 2012). Since 2005, the Ministry of Education (MOE) has been overseeing all parts of the educational process, including pre-school and university education (Ministry of Education, 2020b). The evolution of the general education system in Saudi Arabia has undergone several stages, leading to its current structure, which includes primary/elementary education lasting 6 years, intermediate education spanning 3 years, and secondary/high school also for 3 years (Ministry of Education, 2020b).

A comprehensive analysis of building the education system in Saudi Arabia focuses on the challenges. Regarding teacher qualification and teaching as a profession, significant changes influence today’s situation for teachers in Saudi Arabia. The earliest challenge that the Directorate of Knowledge stumbled upon was the creation of a staff of Saudi-qualified teachers who would establish and work in new schools (Maash, 2021). Therefore, the Directorate recruited educators from Arab countries in their neighborhood briefly until domestic teacher training programs began (AlHarbi, 2021). The need for educational institutes and qualified teachers put pressure on these training programs, and then approximately half a million Saudi teachers graduated (Ministry of Education, 2019).

Over the eighth century, Saudi Arabia saw several reforms and teacher training changes. Before that, teachers were nowhere to be seen, making immediate governmental action necessary. To address the demand, in 1926, the Directorate of Knowledge established institutes dedicated to teacher training in all parts of the Kingdom (Alghamdi and Li, 2012). Moreover, they offered educational and specialized programs for 2 years only for students right after intermediate school. These 3-year institutes later became intermediate colleges and teachers’ colleges, giving bachelor’s degrees in education after 4 years of study (Hakeem, 2012). These institutes broadened their subject offerings, attracted more and more high school graduates, and increased throughout the Kingdom.

By 2005, Saudi Arabia’s educational landscape had over 29 public universities (Ministry of Education, 2024). In the years that followed, teachers’ colleges have merged with existing universities in every region, simultaneously focusing less on educational training and more on broader education scopes (Ryan, 2023). Thus, in the present framework, anyone with a graduate degree (e.g., English, Arabic, Mathematics) can join teaching, provided they have also completed an additional educational training program (Alghamdi and Li, 2012; Alzaydi, 2010; Maash, 2021). Every university has a teacher preparation program under two distinct systems to make it more convenient. Hence, an integrated system with specialization modules and educational preparation for 5 years and a consecutive system with an educational diploma 1 year after the 4 years of specialization (Maash, 2021).

Undergraduate students can simultaneously study their specialization subjects and education-related modules in the integrated system. On the other hand, the consecutive system lets graduates complete their subject-specific coursework before applying for an educational preparation diploma program at the College of Education (Alghamdi and Li, 2012; Alzaydi, 2010; Maash, 2021). The consecutive system in Saudi Arabia shows that student-teachers begin their training and practice experience only after major studies for 4 years and getting a bachelor’s degree (Alzaydi, 2010). The teaching curriculum is based on three core areas: subject knowledge, pedagogical skills, and cultural understanding (Al-hazmi, 2003; OECD, 2020). All programs for training teachers in Saudi Arabia do not differentiate among primary, intermediate, or secondary education levels (OECD, 2020), thereby enabling graduates of these programs to teach across all stages of general education. Proposed changes for better training teachers are coming (OECD, 2020). Some include entry requirements for student-teachers, duration of educational training, and the application of integrated and consecutive systems based on the student’s subject and educational level. Additionally, in 2017, the Ministry of Education put a hold on the Initial teacher preparation (ITP) programs that apply the integrated system, followed by the consecutive system, which includes the one-year diploma in 2018 (Ministry of Education, 2021). Several reasons for the current termination of ITP are mentioned in the Ministry of Education report (2021): (1) improving the stereotypical image of the teaching profession by enhancing the performance efficiency of colleges of education. (2) Establishing a general framework for developing the pre-service teacher preparation. (3) Linking the outputs of colleges of education with the needs of the education sector. (4) Enhancing the value of the teaching profession that would raise academic performance efficiency and achieve efficiency in its human outputs and professional practice. To achieve those goals, (Figure 1) shows why today’s Saudi Arabia needs ITP. Teachers’ education must undergo a reform that provides innovative teaching training programs to show their significant role in building Saudi society.
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FIGURE 1
 The importance of ITP in Saudi Arabia.




3 Initial teacher preparation component


3.1 Foundational knowledge in teacher education

Initial teachers’ preparation must be infused with subject-specific knowledge focusing on the non-negotiable content learned and taught. Educators must deeply comprehend the subjects they intend to teach, including all critical facts, concepts, and methodologies relevant to their discipline (Noddings, 2018). Also, teachers need to be familiar with the conceptual frameworks that integrate and relate these ideas. Therefore, teacher candidates must appreciate the distinct epistemologies and methods of inquiry characteristic of different academic domains (Alghamdi, 2020). For example, understanding the difference, for instance, between mathematical proofs and historical narratives is crucial to prevent the misrepresentation of these subjects to students. Amunga et al. (2020) noticed that a prevailing challenge is observed when teacher trainees assigned to teach in primary schools are allocated subjects in which they previously demonstrated weak performance. Despite their reluctance, they often proceed to teach due to staffing shortages, leading to a need for more content knowledge.

Additionally, educators of the 21st century should be skilled enough to know how to foster every student’s unique essence and potential in their care (Chu et al., 2017). It is necessary for educators to have competencies in organizing and overseeing classroom activities and communicating effectively. Implement technology and continually use reflective practice to enhance their teaching methods. Accordingly, educational institutions must develop curricula that enable future teachers to gain profound insights into learning processes, societal and cultural dynamics, and pedagogical strategies (Amunga et al., 2020; Chu et al., 2017). These programs should equip them to apply this knowledge in modern classrooms’ diverse and multifaceted environments (Eissa, 2020). Additionally, for aspiring teachers to thrive, educational faculties must innovate the environments in which novice educators learn to teach, ensuring a transformation in the settings where they evolve into professional teachers.



3.2 Pedagogical development and skills enhancement


3.2.1 Pedagogical content knowledge (PCK)

For novice and experienced educators, enhancing their Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) is crucial. PCK is about how specific topics or challenges are structured, conveyed, and tailored to students’ interests and abilities (Ekiz-Kiran et al., 2021). This knowledge is essential for educators to effectively translate subjects for their learners (Alotaibi and Yousse, 2023). Additionally, Ekiz-Kiran et al. (2021) showed that PCK is the educator’s ability to convert their knowledge into teaching strategies that are not only effective on a pedagogical level but also sufficiently flexible to provide to learners’ differences, depending on their abilities and backgrounds. Such adaptability is essential for maintaining a high-quality standard and impact instruction (Alotaibi and Yousse, 2023). Teachers, therefore, must focus on more than just the content they teach but also on the pedagogical approaches they employ. They should endeavor to understand their students’ preconceptions and beliefs about the subject matter and engage students actively in learning, facilitating their acquisition of new ideas through discussion and interaction.

Understanding individual learners’ beliefs, interests, and what motivates them is also vital (Alotaibi and Yousse, 2023; AlHarbi, 2021). The underlying theory of social constructivism, as proposed by Vygotsky, posits that learners construct their knowledge through social interactions, a concept that contrasts with traditional views of knowledge acquisition (Veraksa, 2022; AlHarbi, 2021). Current teacher education programs often produce educators who believe they possess all the necessary knowledge, overlooking the value of learning from their students (Eissa, 2020). This approach contradicts the student-centered methods advocated by Dewey’s philosophy, which promotes active engagement with the world as a means of learning and an active engagement with the world (Korte et al., 2022).



3.2.2 Learner-centered and interactive teaching methods

In Saudi Arabia, teacher preparation institutions focus on learner-oriented and interactive teaching methods. Nevertheless, the action of these pedagogic ways is heavily influenced by the nature and purposes of assessments being scored at the end of the programs (Eissa, 2020). These assessments, primarily designed as summative evaluation tools, often measure lower levels of achievement and tend to focus on rote learning and basic cognitive skills. Given the substantial impact of examination systems on teaching methodologies, teacher education programs must emphasize equipping trainee teachers with the skills to design and implement educational assessments that foster higher-order thinking and learning outcomes (Alghamdi, 2020).

The transformation of teacher education programs from conventional paradigms to models emphasizing comprehensive, carefully supervised practical experience closely integrated with academic coursework is vital (Alghamdi, 2020). This approach enables teacher candidates to learn from practicing experts in schools, providing a broad spectrum of student demographics. Essential elements of this learning model include widespread practical exposure, extensive supervision, demonstration of best practices by experts, and engagement with students from diverse backgrounds, all vital for equipping future teachers with the necessary skills for effective teaching (Akhyar, 2023; Babaeer, 2021). Achieving these aspects demands a significant departure from traditional practices to incorporate newly emerging approaches’ teaching strategies, pedagogies, and methodologies.




3.3 Integration of modern strategies and technologies


3.3.1 Contemporary pedagogical strategies and reflective practice

Moreover, integrating contemporary pedagogical strategies, such as detailed examination of teaching and learning processes, case studies, performance-based assessments, and action research, is crucial. These methods bridge theoretical knowledge with practical application, promoting a practical understanding of teaching concepts (Akuma and Callaghan, 2019). Such schools provide persistent exposure to actual teaching environments before candidates are assigned to diverse educational settings.

Research emphasizes the importance of preparing teachers to employ diverse instructional strategies, including cooperative learning, classroom management, and technology, enhancing their ability to educate students from varied backgrounds effectively (Almutairi et al., 2020; Alshareef et al., 2022; Chakyarkandiyil and Prakasha, 2023; Naparan and Alinsug, 2021). Moreover, in practical settings, prospective educators learn through direct observation, authentic assessment of students, and gaining insights into child learning processes, thereby refining their teaching practices. Practical schools also allow novice teachers to collaborate with experienced educators as advisors and researchers (Alatawi, 2021; Clandinin and Husu, 2022; Martinez, 2022). Additionally, teacher candidates engage in scholarly activities that involve conducting their investigations through reflective practices and action research (Rutten, 2021; El-Sayed and Zoghary, 2021; Martinez, 2022). However, the duration for a university practicum is typically one semester; teachers need more time to establish meaningful interactions with students and cover significant educational content (King Saud University (KSU)- College of Education, 2009; University Umm AlQura (UQU)– College of Education, 2009).

Collaborative learning is construed to be an asset that needs to be shared by all educators to facilitate effective teaching practices for the benefit of their students. Firstly, this collaborative approach facilitates understanding students’ learning process and is critical in tailoring relevant curricula and teaching strategies (Abdala and Hamdan, 2021). Furthermore, educators must work together to master and organize students’ interactions to facilitate learning. Secondly, collaborative learning with peers at an earlier stage of training enables prospective teachers to appreciate the importance of relating with their parents productively toward creating a friendly environment for understanding their children’s learning process at home and school (Alghamdi, 2020; El-Sayed and Zoghary, 2021; Al-Abdullatif and Aladsani, 2022). Despite the expectation that teachers should work together to enhance student understanding, there is a tendency for teachers to work independently and focus on achieving specific academic targets.

Reflective practice is another critical skill for teachers’ candidates and teachers in service, enabling them to analyze and evaluate their teaching methods and their impact on student learning (Slade et al., 2019; El-Sayed and Zoghary, 2021). Constant reflection on student ideas and comprehension allows teachers to change their teaching plans accordingly (Oo et al., 2023; Almalki, 2020; Zulfqar et al., 2022). Additionally, with student assessment focused mainly on meeting lesson objectives, traditional teacher training did not emphasize a reflection approach (Ismail and Kassem, 2022). By sufficiently incorporating reflection, current practice among teachers must rely on frequent assessments to evaluate student understanding (Kattan, 2022) and approach to teaching (Aras, 2021). Action research is a collaborative method aiming to enhance pedagogical strategies and student outcomes, and it seeks solutions to real-world issues in schools.



3.3.2 Teaching learners with special needs and inclusive education

Today, teacher education should include methods for teaching students with special needs in general education classrooms. Almalky and Alwahbi (2023) note that teacher training programs at colleges and universities should provide future teachers with the skills they need to create an inclusive classroom. Al-Rashaida and Massouti (2024) explained that potential teachers lack the proper level of training for working with students with exceptional needs. This task is especially relevant in the context of the Saudi education system as the program of training potential teachers does not contain enough resources necessarily for training teachers to work with learners of this category, so it is necessary to seek additional specialized training for the relevant specialists to work with this population (Alquraini and Rao, 2020). In addition, experts believe that teacher educators with dual training in both general and specific areas of teaching are more willing and able to work with diverse students in regular classrooms (Abu-Alghayth et al., 2024; Alquraini and Rao, 2020). This position is confirmed by Alghamdi (2020), who believes that teachers must systematically understand the features of teaching diverse students. At the same time, a previous study conducted by (Alqahtani et al., 2021) shows that revising the content of teacher education programs to include the competencies necessary for teaching students with special needs is necessary.



3.3.3 Technology in teaching

Another essential component of modern teacher preparation is integrating technology into classroom teaching. Almutairi et al. (2020) highlight the significance of using technology in facilitating students’ engagement with curriculum content, instructors, and peers, both individually and collectively, in the classroom. Furthermore, teacher candidates must be familiar with Information Communication Technology (ICT) tools and proficient in their use, which include operating systems, computer hardware, and standard software applications like email and word processors (Alkinani, 2021). Al-Shehri (2020) emphasized that teachers should recognize how technology can transform teaching and enhance access to information and knowledge in the classroom, such as how using computers can revolutionize science learning. However, the challenge remains that teachers must gain training in integrating technology into their teaching practices in many contexts.

Alkinani (2021) advocated for teacher education programs to prioritize the development of technically literate teaching professionals, supporting new educational social arrangements that leverage technology. Wiseman et al. (2018) and Alghamdi and Holland (2020) argue for the specific use of technology in schools, suggesting that teacher preparation should first recognize and then deepen these emerging literacies, ensuring that teachers are fluent in both general productivity tools and the specialized technologies used in their respective disciplines.

Therefore, teacher education programs should prepare educators as classroom researchers and collaborators (Slade et al., 2019; El-Sayed and Zoghary, 2021). Given the vast and expanding body of knowledge required for teaching and recognizing students’ diverse learning styles, teachers must be equipped to learn from each other and continuously adapt their teaching methods (Kilag et al., 2024). Teachers play a crucial role in achieving educational objectives globally. Because of their fundamental position in the educational system, teachers must receive adequate and practical training to properly fulfill their duties and responsibilities. It is essential to acknowledge that professionalism needs to be included in the entire curriculum of initial teacher preparation programs, especially the experiential learning portion.





4 Proposed framework for initial teacher preparation in Saudi Arabia

As the primary institutions responsible for developing teacher preparation programs globally, educational colleges have assigned five Saudi universities to undertake this task in collaboration with other universities. Following thorough scientific studies, global comparisons, discussion forums, and feedback from related sectors, an agreement was reached to develop nine programs covering all the future needs of the Ministry for educational positions across all schooling stages in general education from kindergarten to secondary level as follows:

1. Kindergarten Teacher Preparation Program, a four-year comprehensive bachelor’s degree.

2. The Elementary Teacher Preparation Program is a five-year comprehensive bachelor’s degree.

3. Upper Elementary Teacher Preparation Program for Humanities (Islamic Education, Arabic Language, Social Studies), a five-year comprehensive bachelor’s degree.

4. Upper Elementary Teacher Preparation Program for Sciences (Mathematics, Science, Technology), a 5-year comprehensive bachelor’s degree.

5. Middle School Science Teacher Preparation Program, a 5-year comprehensive bachelor’s degree.

6. Middle School Social Studies Teacher Preparation Program, a 5-year comprehensive bachelor’s degree.

7. Middle School Teacher Preparation Program in all subjects except Science and Social Studies, a two-year professional master’s degree with eight tracks: Arabic, English, Mathematics, Islamic Studies, Home Economics and Life Skills, Physical and Health Education, Art Education, Computer, and Information Technology.

8. Secondary School Teacher Preparation Program in all disciplines, a two-year professional master’s degree with 11 tracks: Arabic, English, Mathematics, Islamic Studies, Home Economics and Life Skills, Physical and Health Education, Art Education, Computer and Information Technology, Administrative Sciences, Social Studies.

9. Special Education Teacher Preparation Program for all stages, a two-year professional master’s degree with five tracks: Inclusive Education, High-Prevalence Disabilities, Low-Prevalence Disabilities, Sensory Disabilities, and Gifted Education.

The proposed framework (Table 1) offers a universal template for teacher training programs to adapt to their specific circumstances. By fostering such a model, teacher educators seek to normalize the outcomes for teacher education across program types and to develop a context in which aspiring teachers can use it in developing their individual pedagogical beliefs and inventive approaches to applications. The framework suggests the following strategies:

• To facilitate opportunities within a program for candidates to grapple with and solve innovative solutions to authentic classroom dilemmas.

• The design allows future teachers to articulate and clarify their values, identify appropriate teaching methods that realize these values, and master the fundamental methods of successfully installing these methods in real classrooms.

• The model provides a vision of what effective teacher engagement looks like and of the positive outcomes that educational communities can achieve.

• The pedagogical methods to support assessments and responsibilities can help motivate teacher candidates to reflect on and exhibit their emerging instruction and the various dimensions of their identities.



TABLE 1 ITP program duration of the study.
[image: Table1]

Adopting this organizational framework, the Initial teacher preparation aims to produce well-prepared teachers with knowledge, skills, and creativity adequate for meeting the changing requirements of the occupation.



5 Conclusion

The critical task is deciding where educators should be prepared and how they obtain the necessary subject knowledge and pedagogical skills consistent within a structure that promotes ongoing professional development in Saudi education. This raises equally valid concerns about the adequacy and exclusivity of traditional education in schools as the default settings for such preparation. Can educational colleges be sufficiently reformed to handle challenges such as diversity, globalization, technological advancement, changing and varied cultural norms, labor market needs and, often, linguistic barriers? Or is the answer to look beyond traditional teacher training altogether? Moreover, might the whole approach to teacher education need such a substantial and complete rebuild to grapple adequately with an ever more complex array of societal demands today and tomorrow? It is recommended that teacher education programs be carefully designed to encompass the socio-cultural, economic, and political dimensions of life (Aljohani, 2023). This holistic approach enables teachers to fulfill their roles as instructional leaders within their communities effectively. The most effective way to achieve this is by grounding teacher education programs in relevant research findings that focus on enhancing these programs (Al-Mwzaiji and Muhammad, 2023). Therefore, an effective education program will equip teachers to handle the different challenges. Today, teachers need to be proficient in using technology to enhance their classroom teaching. They should also be equipped to apply different methodologies, such as action research, to address classroom challenges. This involves reflecting on their teaching practices and adjusting to benefit their students’ learning experience (Fallatah, 2021). Currently, the Ministry of Education gives considerable value in reforming initial teacher preparation (ITP) programs to achieve Vision 2030 educational goals, and the path ahead demands recognizing the learners’ needs and a full spectrum of strategies to help entering teachers craft their own.



6 Limitations

There are a number of limitations to this paper review. Firstly, the review search was limited to English-language publications, which may have led to the omission of significant non-English works such as in Arabic language. Additionally, the paper explores elements that should be included in future ITP programs and proposes a recommended framework. Given this focus, the study may not comprehensively address all facets of ITP education or capture the full complexity of historical and contemporary issues in teacher preparation. In addition, the recommended framework mentioned bachelor’s and master’s degrees only due to the requirement of PhD program that might not be necessary for (ITP) programs as a preparation for teachers to teach in schools.
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