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Abstract

Education for sustainable development (ESD) flourishes with student-centered learning
methods, including project-based learning (PBL). These methods are still new to Saudi
Arabian university students who tend to experience teacher-centered approaches. Saudi
Arabia’s recent policy decision to shift to a knowledge-based economy that respects
sustainability will benefit from PBL-enhanced learning. This small-scale qualitative study
investigated faculty and students’ feedback on their experience with PBL. Four faculty
members (three female, one male in accounting, sports management, and information
management) and six female students (financial sciences or accounting) from an Eastern
Province university college were interviewed (45 minutes) in 2020-2021 using Zoom.
Without exception, the instructors were in favor of PBL as a teaching strategy, and students’
overall experience could be described as positive. A thematic analysis (89 % inter-rater
reliability coefficient) generated three themes: (a) beneficial learning strategy, (b) bene-
ficial but challenging learning strategy with room for improvement, and (c) sustained
student support over the semester with exceptions. Saudi universities are encouraged to
employ PBL in all courses and use assessment methods conducive to student-centered
learning. Universities are encouraged to streamline the project approval process, which
was quite involved herein. Communications with community partnerships are important,
and faculty and students should be thoroughly in-serviced and oriented to PBL.

Keywords: Higher education, project-based learning, Saudi Arabia, student and faculty
feedback, sustainability.

Introduction

Sustainability is about growth and development that are not dependent on the
depletion of nonrenewable natural resources. The gold-standard definition of education
for sustainable development (ESD) is education that helps learners gain the knowledge,
skills, values, and agency to confront and address challenging interconnected global
issues — to shape a sustainable future (Khandakar et al., 2020; UNESCO, 2022). Done
properly, ESD instills critical and creative thinking skills, communication skills, and
collaborative decision-making skills (Khandakar et al., 2020), which coincidently align
with the 4Cs of 21 century learning (Alves et al., 2017).
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UNESCO (2020) recently published an ESD framework called ESD for 2030 and
maintained that learning for sustainability would be more ensured if it involved project-
based learning (PBL) (to be discussed) (Alkhayyal et al., 2019). The present paper delves
into this premise using the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) as a working example. KSA
was chosen because it is a major oil producer for the world. Appreciating the unsustain-
able impact of this economic activity, KSA recently launched an initiative to shift from
an oil-based economy to a knowledge-based economy (called Vision 2030). This national
development plan partially depends on developing students’ character (including respect
for sustainability by reshaping the education system so that learners gain self-awareness
and empowerment aligned with creating a sustainable economic system and nation
(KSA, 2017).

KSA’s transition to a sustainable, more diversified economy entails teaching its
own citizens about ESD in a context that is dependent on oil for its prosperity. Enhancing
Saudi university students’ respect for sustainability is paramount to achieving Vision
2030, and higher education (HE) institutions play a key role in this imperative (Alghamdi &
El-Hassan, 2019; Alkhayyal et al., 2019). This requires HE institutions to shift to a
student-centered learning pedagogy (including PBL) despite longstanding adherence to
teacher-centered approaches, to be discussed (Alkhatnai, 2017; Alkhayyal et al., 2019).

Another central objective of HE institutions is to educate and train students how to
operate successfully in professional contexts with the understanding that student-centered
learning will sustain them moving forward in their lives (which now demands a respect
for sustainability vis-a&vis economic development and national development). For example,
to function in a newly aligned economy and workplace, students must be equipped
with an array of 21% century skills especially the so-called 4Cs: critical thinking, communi-
cation, collaboration, and creativity (Alves et al., 2017). Fortunately, PBL allows people
to develop these skills and other competencies while they are still students. Furthermore,
by working on authentic projects, university students can gain new and meaningful
knowledge along with problem-solving and inquiry-learning skills (Alves et al., 2017;
Guo et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2014; Lim et al., 2019).

PBL can be described as an innovative instructional method, wherein learning is
organized around a challenging question or real problem (i.e., authentic) (Thomas, 2000).
It can also be defined as an active-learning process (Alves et al., 2017) during which
students are engaged in the creation of products in an authentic project (i.e., meaningful
to their lives). It is this product that differentiates PBL from other instructional methods
(Guo et al., 2020; Thomas, 2000). The authenticity of the problem and a resultant
public product are key essentials of PBL as are sustained inquiry, students’ voice and
choice, and their reflections (Buck Institute for Education, 2019; Islam et al., 2022).
Equally important is the imperative that PBL projects should be central to the curriculum
and not peripheral or merely supplemental. The project helps students learn the content
and intended skill sets included in the curriculum (Bradley-Levine & Mosier, 2014;
Thomas, 2000).

The present paper explores the use of PBL in Saudi Arabia, an educational context
that is historically teacher-centered but is transitioning to a more student-centered
approach to educate graduates for the Kingdom’s emergent knowledge-based economy’s
labor force as discussed (Alkhatnai, 2017; Alkhayyal et al., 2019). The study is significant
because, although being a recommended pedagogical strategy for Middle Eastern countries
(Du et al., 2020), a student-centered PBL is a relatively new approach that only a few
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Saudi universities have embraced (Alkhatnai, 2017; Amulla, 2020). Given the sustain-
ability imperative underpinning Vision 2030, learning from a PBL approach is a timely
pedagogical innovation for the KSA higher education system.

Literature Review
Benefits and Challenges of PBL

A considerable body of research exists around students’ perceptions of the benefits
of implementing PBL in higher education. PBL allows students to construct new know-
ledge and learn new skills while working on authentic, real-life problems. It also helps
them deepen and expand existing knowledge. PBL enhances their understanding of the
course content while augmenting their ability to critically deal with a variety of informa-
tion sources. PBL had been consistently found to improve oral and written communication,
interpersonal skills, teamwork, time management, conflict management, research, leader-
ship, presentation, and information technology (IT) skills (Alves et al., 2018; Carrasco
Gallego et al., 2018; Dauletova, 2014; Havenga, 2015; Lim et al., 2019; Mysorewala &
Cheded, 2013; Nguyen, 2017; Parrado-Martinez & Sanchez-AndUjar, 2020). A strong
link between PBL projects and prospective professional skills has also been reported as
a boost in confidence (Dauletova, 2014).

Along with benefits, the research shows that students report difficulties while learning
through PBL. They experience challenges pertaining to time management, including
juggling course work and the project, and arranging times for regular team meetings
(Dauletova, 2014; Havenga, 2015; Nguyen, 2017). Students either found the topics of
the projects unfamiliar (Nguyen, 2017; Mysorewala & Cheded, 2013), or they found it
difficult to decide on a specific topic and determine the project scope (Havenga, 2015).
Challenges arose from teamwork including dividing responsibilities, coordinating meetings
during holidays, and handling issues of conflict (Havenga, 2015; Dauletova, 2014).
Students said that PBL evoked feelings of competitiveness making them feel insecure
(Nguyen, 2017). Some students noted their discontent with a lack of support from their
partners (Dauletova, 2014).

Higher education course instructors have their own views about the benefits of
PBL, which differ somewhat from students’ views. Faculty members agree that PBL
improves students’ communication, teamwork, research, and collaboration skills. Tt
enriches their learning experience by giving them a chance to develop their interest in
the content area they drew on while working on the project (Lee et al., 2014; Mysore-
wala & Cheded, 2013; Nguyen, 2017).

Research also shows that faculty members tended to value PBL for its links with
community, and they appreciated the critical role that community partners play in PBL
(Lee et al., 2014). Community partnerships can be a key part of PBL. Connecting with
communities ensures that students engage in authentic problems. They learn that they
are part of something bigger, beyond the classroom environment. They get to bring
classroom learning to the community and community life into their learning experience.
Because PBL projects can have a deep impact on the community itself (positive and
negative), it is important that the partnership is well-managed, well-communicated,
and respected (Burns, 2019; Lee et al., 2014; Pan et al., 2021).
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As with benefits, course instructors’ views of the challenges using PBL differed
slightly from the students’ perspectives. Instructors lamented students’ reluctance to
engage with PBL, their lack of collaboration skills while working on projects, and their
lack of interest when projects were not a mandatory part of the curriculum (Lee et al.,
2014; Lim et al., 2019). Instructors also identified challenges pertaining to incorporating
partners of the community into the PBL projects (Lee et al., 2014).

A guiding principle of PBL is that instructors should facilitate learning experiences
wherein students learn autonomously and are encouraged to be self-reliant. Research
shows that instructors felt students struggling to adapt to this change in the teacher’s
status, thus contributing to students’ challenges (Dauletova, 2014). For teachers to faci-
litate PBL and promote this innovative method of teaching, they must make considerable,
and foreign or unconventional, changes to instruction, assessment methods, and curri-
culum. This means that some challenges students experience when using PBL may reflect
an ill-planned learning-environment that is not conducive to PBL. They experience
obstacles not of their own making (Barron et al., 1998).

A persistent issue in the PBL literature in higher education is the role and type of
assessment for evaluating students’ success. The general consensus is to implement
multiple assessment tools, both objective and subjective, direct and indirect, formative
and summative, and conventional and alternative. Examples include pre- and post-
assessment of students’ opinions, homework, in-class clicker quizzes, embedded test
questions, short-answer case study questions on exams, self-assessments, peer assess-
ments, and overall project grade (Du et al., 2020; Torres et al., 2021). It is especially
important that well-tailored assessment criteria are clearly communicated to students
before the PBL project begins often via rubrics (Du et al., 2020).

PBL in Saudi Higher Education Context

The advantages of PBL far outweigh its weaknesses. It can be applied at all levels
of education both through the physical classroom and virtual learning environments.
Due to its positive impact, PBL is now a recommended strategic priority in higher educa-
tion (Guo et al., 2020; Havenga, 2015). Middle Eastern scholars recently “underscored
the important role of self-regulated learning in a collaborative form and learning setting”
(Du et al., 2020, p. 206) and recommended using PBL as a student-learning strategy in
higher education settings (Du et al., 2020). That said, PBL is a relatively new approach
to teaching that only a few Saudi universities have embraced (Alkhatnai, 2017; Amulla,
2020).

Alkhatnai (2017) was curious about whether PBL would be as effective in the
Saudi teacher-centered learning environment as it was in other contexts. He said his
study “has started the tradition of examining PBL’s influence in Saudi context” (p. 92).
Similarly, Almulla (2020) described his study at a Saudi university as “a groundbreaking
attempt to employ the PBL approach with [Saudi] college students” (p. 10). Alrajeh
(2020b) referenced the “lack of studies that covered the applications of PBL in higher
education generally in Saudi Arabia” (p. 7). Despite the lack of research about how well
it works in the Saudi context, “universities have encouraged the PBL approach including
King Faisal University (KFU)” (Amulla, 2020, p. 10). Alkhatnai (2017) encouraged
other scholars to “find the specifics in the Saudi culture which can shape PBL imple-
mentation” (p. 92).
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Working to that end, Alkhatnai (2017) reported positive results but also acknow-
ledged the challenges of using a student-centered approach in a traditionally teacher-
centered context. He said Saudi “students were desperate to try something new. They
were fed up with the lecturing class mode” (p. 92). After experiencing PBL, Saudi students
reported marked improvement in their communication, editing, learning, presentation,
teamwork, and listening skills (Alkhatnai, 2017). Alsamani and Daif-Allah (2016) also
reported that PBL usage in a Saudi university “developed new study habits for learners
by promoting self-directed, independent, cooperative learning as well as out-of-classroom
learning” (p. 51).

In a study about Saudi undergraduate students’ use of PBL online, Alibraheim and
El-Sayed (2021) likewise reported positive perceptions. The students scored high on
improved problem solving, cognitive learning, and increased involvement in learning.
PBL improved their motivation toward learning in general and self-learning, sense of
achievement, confidence, self-esteem, and sense of responsibility for their own learning.
Using quantitative research, Amulla (2020) found that the PBL approach improved
Saudi university students’ ability to learn disciplinary content (cognitive), and it enhanced
their engagement in learning. It also improved their collaborative learning, authentic
learning, and iterative learning. Alromaih et al. (2022) reported that using PBL to teach
Saudi early childhood pre-service teachers about the instructional design process was
very successful. Learning via PBL made “the design process valuable and impactful, not
just theoretical information, and helped students to gain real experiences rather than
memorized information” (p. 1387).

Mysorewala and Cheded’s (2013) study found that course instructors and students
were highly content with their PBL experience. Tamran (2019) examined the impact of
adopting learning management systems supported by PBL on art teachers’ training at a
Saudi university. Faculty and students viewed PBL as a beneficial teaching and learning
method. Virtually (90 %) all participants had a positive perception of PBL especially its
ability to help students acquire problem-solving skills.

Alrajeh (2020a) reported that Saudi educators who advocated for PBL described it
as a teaching method consistent with the nation’s new education policies. Faculty members
acknowledged its positive effects on students, as it helped them acquire important 21
century skills. Conversely, although faculty members valued PBL, they often confused
it with problem-based learning (Alrajeh, 2020a). While both are student-centered, project-
based learning is multidisciplinary and usually involves authentic, real-world problems
solved with general steps lasting for several weeks or months. Problem-based learning
concerns a single discipline or subject matter and uses cases and scenarios that may not
be related to the students’ lives and are solved using specific steps over a shorter time
frame (Mills & Treagust, 2003). The essential difference between the two, which use
the same acronym (PBL), is that project-based learning relies on active student engage-
ment and participation in self-directed learning. Students, not teachers, decide on what
and how to study to solve a real-world problem with an authentic project. They make
decisions with teachers acting as facilitators and guides.
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Research Question

“What is the nature of the feedback from Saudi university faculty members and
students who engaged with a student-centered, project-based learning (PBL) experience
in a context normally focused on teacher-centered learning?”

Method

A qualitative research design was used involving semi-structured interviews.
Qualitative research presents the world as perceived by study participants. Its power is
rich descriptions and detail about the phenomenon under study. It captures the nature,
essence, and quality of the experience (McGregor, 2018), in this case Saudi faculty and
students’ experiences with problem-based learning.

Site Selection

Students moving from Grade 12 to higher education (aged 17 to 20) are not always
equipped with the ability to solve problems and think out of the box in both creative
and analytical ways. Recognizing this reality, one college within a prominent Saudi
Eastern Province university, conveniently chosen as the site for this study, took steps to
improve education results and facilitate the transfer from teacher-based to student-
based education. Starting in 2020, some courses at this college are now taught using
PBL. The authors are professors at this university and interested in exploring feedback
from some faculty and students who took part in PBL courses.

Participants and Sampling

The research design involved purposive sampling in that faculty and students who
were familiar with PBL in this college were approached by email to take part in the
study. They were well positioned to provide information to answer the research question
(McGregor, 2018). Four of 10 faculty members (Eman, Hani, Deema, and Manal -
three women, one man) agreed to participate (40 % response rate). They had various
levels of academic training, teaching experience, and they taught different courses. Eman
(pseudonym) had undergraduate and graduate degrees in accounting with ten years of
teaching experience. Hani held a PhD in sports management with 18 years of teaching
experience. Deema and Manal, both with eight years of teaching experience, held
Bachelor and Master degrees in management information systems. There was no conflict
of interest between the faculty participants and the researchers.

Higher education in Saudi Arabia is gendered segregated with women and men
studying at separate colleges or in different rooms at institutions which both men and
women can attend. The gendered nature of the sample frame from a women’s college
was recognized as a study delimitation and limitation. That said, Vaz et al. (2013)
affirmed that, at a higher education institution that had used PBL for 38 years, women
graduates reported a higher percentage of positive impact from PBL than men (statistically
significant at p < .015 on 34 of 39 factors, Mann-Whitney U tests). Six Saudi female
students (Amal, Hala, Hana, Nuha, Reem, and Samar — pseudonyms) from the same
college agreed to participate in the study reported herein. This response rate (6% ) during
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COVID was understandable but also acceptable, as small sample frames were preferred
for qualitative interviews (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). The participants were third-
year undergraduate students majoring in either financial sciences or accounting. They
experienced PBL in one of three courses: investment funding, accounting, or financial
review.

Data Collection

Conducted during tight COVID-19 restrictions, data were collected in 2020-2021
via semi-structured interviews using Zoom. The interviews were, in effect, a dialogue
between researcher and participant, which was “guided by a flexible interview protocol
and supplemented by follow-up questions, probes and comments. [Researchers were
able to] collect open-ended data and explore participants’ thoughts, feelings and beliefs
about a particular topic” (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019, p. 1).

Both authors were involved in conducting the Zoom interviews using a respective
roster of questions (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). Twelve questions queried faculty
about such things as (a) how many courses included PBL, and when they were taught;
(b) how PBL was incorporated and their experience with it (pros, cons) including perceived
advantages; and (c) their assessment criteria. Students were queried (eight questions)
about their (a) overall experience with PBL (difficulties, advantages, what they had
learned); (b) level of satisfaction; (c) opinions on whether PBL augmented future skill
sets; and (d) thoughts on the assessment criteria.

Participants could decline or withdraw at any time without penalty. The 45-minute,
transcribed, audiotaped interviews were conducted in Arabic, adjusted accordingly after
member checking, and then translated to English before analysis. Data will be stored
for two years at the authors’ secure cloud system. Permission to conduct the study was
received from the Dean of the college and the university’s Vice President, Office for
Academic Affairs.

Data Analysis

The data underwent a thematic analysis, which entailed iterative readings and
coding of the transcripts to discern repeating patterns that pertained to answering the
research question. Once identified, key threads of meaning were given names (themes)
and pertinent excerpts (quotes) were assigned to provide evidence of the thematic
claim (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The second author vetted the lead author’s first layer of
analysis with an acceptable 89 % inter-rater reliability coefficient (Miles & Huberman,

1994).

Findings

Without exception, the Saudi course instructors were in favor of PBL as a teaching
strategy, and female students’ overall experience could be described as positive (per Vaz
etal.’s 2013 study). Eman’s comment exemplifies faculty members’ reactions. “I thought
it was a very distinctive teaching strategy. [ am happy to be part of the PBL initiative at
the university. PBL makes learning enjoyable and beneficial at the same time.” Student
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Samar attributed the good experience to “the positive interaction among the students.”
Another student, Hana, found it “one of the best experiences in learning. ... This type
of learning helped me rediscover myself.” She was fully satisfied with the outcomes and
thought that abiding by assessment criteria helped her a lot. Amal, a student, was “happy
with the project results and learning outcomes.”

Before presenting the findings in full, it is essential to explain how the projects
were administered. First, course instructors presented a PBL plan to students and used
the first two weeks of the semester to familiarize students using instructional videos
about PBL. After faculty had finished this learning-method orientation, they started to
work with students to decide on a topic for their project. Some instructors selected
possible topics and gave students a list from which to choose. Some preferred to leave it
open to students with the latter choosing what they wanted to work on based on their
background knowledge and interests (authenticity). Students were then divided into
groups whose members had to sign a contract to reflect their seriousness and commitment
and provide it to the course instructor. This contract contained the topic, intended
product, timeline, and instruments needed to finish the project.

Examples of some PBL projects are helpful. In one course, students worked with a
Saudi chemical manufacturing company to improve a database. The project aimed to
use database normalization to resolve the issue of a repetition in the database. Another
project involved working with a Saudi bank to expand its database by diversifying
storage media. The bank claimed that this would increase the speed and efficiency of its
computers. Students in a health and fitness course worked on a project that raised
community awareness about mental health and healthy lifestyle.

As noted, the interview data were iteratively read until common threads began to
emerge. Resultant insights were collapsed and reported as three separate themes
(Aronson, 1994; Braun & Clarke, 2006) reflecting participants’ feedback about the
PBL learning experience: (a) beneficial learning strategy, (b) beneficial but challenging
learning strategy with room for improvement, and (c) sustained student support over
the semester with exceptions.

Theme 1: Beneficial Learning Strategy

Manal is an advocate of the self-study mode of learning. As a faculty member, she
said that “following such way of learning, students would be more creative as they
must think and work on the project from scratch. By contrast, telling them what to do
in detail would limit their creativity.” Another instructor, Deema, found PBL “helpful
as it improves long-term retention of what students have learned. This is possible because
PBL makes them more creative, whereas when they are taught traditionally, by lecturing,
they tend to fail in retaining information. Writing a report and conducting research
involves self-study and hence, creativity and knowledge retention.” Manal further
considered PBL to be “valuable because it teaches students to be autonomous.”

Course instructors also found PBL beneficial with respect to a variety of skills it
helps students acquire, both soft and technical. Eman’s comments exemplify faculty
member’s thoughts on this theme. She believed that PBL “strengthens students’ person-
alities as it sharpens communication skills. Students also acquire the skills of conducting
research and interviewing, creating videos, and designing PowerPoint presentation. In
other words, PBL pushes students to learn new skills.” She added that, “the most important
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outcome of PBL is networking that links students to their future work environment. It
paves the way for students to get connected to companies to which they can return
finishing their training at a later stage.”

To Eman, PBL was also helpful because “students are not confined to specific
academic references to read as are guided research or academic writing. For PBL, the
choices are rather open, and students can consult as many references as they want, thus
it enables them to see things from different perspectives. It also boosts students’ confi-
dence. They must do everything by themselves, such as booking an appointment with a
company to conduct an interview with an employer. All they need is to get an endorse-
ment letter from the university before making any arrangement by themselves.”

The by-product of the traditional Saudi teacher’s status as the sage on stage often
exerts pressure on Saudi faculty members and shapes students’ expectations (Alkhatnai,
2017). Students often take it for granted that teachers are responsible for their academic
success. However, evidence in the data set suggested that PBL could help change students’
learning expectations and attitudes for the better. By means of PBL, students can some-
times choose what topic they would like to work on as a project thereby placing them in
a position of being responsible for their own success. To illustrate, Reem indicated that
“our team started consulting resources to list topics and identify issues about financial
fraud. Later, these topics were discussed with the course instructor to decide on one
topic.” Samar also said that “it was our responsibility to identify issues in financial
review to find solutions to using PBL.” This student-centered approach promoted students’
autonomys, as it allowed them to be more accountable for their learning than in a lecture-
format learning environment.

For some students, autonomy was not promoted, as they were asked to work on
specific topics identified by their course instructor. For Hana, “there was a list of topics
from which we had to choose one.” Amal described her situation thus: “We had no
choice but to compare between two countries in terms of interests and economic status
in order to suggest which country would best attract investment.” Similarly, Nuha
commented that “we had to analyze economic policies of two countries: Saudi Arabia
and Argentina. We had to find out which country was expected to have an increase in
share prices that would eventually let the investors earn higher profits.” Nuha explained
that “the course instructor was only guiding us if we needed help.” That said, evidence
in the data also confirmed that, although these students did not have the chance to
choose their topic, they discussed how free they were in planning and managing the
project and presenting their final work.

Students’ unanimously felt that PBL was helpful in other aspects as well. It boosted
their confidence as exemplified by Nuha’s comment: “Regarding how this type of learning
has belped us, it improved our confidence, accountability, autonomy, team-leading skills
and cooperation.” Reem agreed that it “helped us to be more accountable, and the
whole group was cooperative.” Her group “found PBL fruitful because continuous
interactions between group members developed our personalities.” Samar also described
how advantageous this type of learning was in practice. “From a personal perspective,
I became more tolerant and willing to build relationships and from a practical standpoint,
it improved our planning skills, time management skills and accountability.” Hala
described how she had “become self-reliant, [and that this trait] was the most important
thing that I learned via PBL.”
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Theme 2: Beneficial but Challenging Learning Strategy With Room for Improvement

Faculty member Manal explicitly said, “It is not only the students who resisted the
change, we also did the same at the beginning, but then we got used to it and liked it.”
That said, while in favor of PBL as a teaching strategy, instructors noticed a few difficulties
with its implementation including time, getting approvals, students’ initial resistance,
and difficulties with shifting to pandemic-mandated online learning. Instructors also
noted that students faced their own difficulties including being overloaded with assign-
ments from other courses, their struggle with searching for information and evaluating
it, the challenges of unfamiliar teamwork, and the limited availability of non-human
resources (e.g., lack of personal computers and limited access to books and materials).

To illustrate some of these points, Eman perceived time as a challenging factor. She
taught an intensive course that demanded prolonged time, yet she still planned “zo set
aside fifteen minutes every week to discuss PBL with students and check on their progress.”
Finding time was challenging for students, too. Hala described her PBL experience as
“stressful because it required a very long time to carry out the project.” Amal, Reem,
and Hana all had the same challenge. Hana indicated that “the project took a very long
time to complete, which was not reasonable as students had midierm as well as final
exams.” She struggled to “find time to study and finish the project at the same time.”

Another source of difficulty for faculty members was obtaining approval to perform
some activities outside the university. Letters seeking approval had to be sent to the
Dean, Vice Dean, police, municipality, and civil defense. Faculty members argued that
it should have been the responsibility of the university’s public relations (PR) department
to ensure that every project had already received all approvals.

Because students were mandated to study online due to COVID-19, course instruc-
tors also indicated difficulties in communicating with students compared to doing so in
person before the pandemic. Student Reem also said that “one course instructor under-
stood how difficult it was to communicate during that period and dedicated fifteen
minutes of each lecture to help students with their projects by giving guidance.” From a
different perspective, student Nuha said that, “students studying online missed direct
interaction from which they could learn.” And from yet another perspective, faculty
members noted that communications were very challenging for projects that required
community or private-sector partnerships.

Students also reported that their positive experience with PBL was not always
seamless. They found it difficult to search for and then evaluate information. Nuha
thought that “the information we found about Argentina was insufficient. We had to
deduce information in an indirect way so we could compare the Saudi economy with
Argentina’s.” Similarly, Hala highlighted the difficulty of insufficient information,
indicating that “the data were incomplete for some economic indicators.” Another
student, Hana, acknowledged her “lack of critical thinking skills. It was easy to search
for information but evaluating these ideas, whether they were valid or not, was not
something I was capable of.” She said they “needed to consult a financial expert, who
was not easy to contact during the pandemic.”

Another source of challenge stemmed from the nature of teamwork. Amal, a student,
found it “challenging to coordinate among five team members especially when we had
different views.” Samar similarly described her experience. “We had different views,
but we had to negotiate to reach an agreement at the end.” Reem, a PBL student-group
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coordinator, complained of “receiving work too late from other team members and the
unexpected responsibility of accelerating work that was placed on me.”

Moreover, both faculty and students came to realize that PBL required certain
non-human resources whose availability helped students finish a PBL project (especially
computer applications and instruments). Hana, a student, explained how “their unavail-
ability for some students negatively affected their work.” Nuha also pointed out that
“our labs were closed due to COVID. Sometimes, we had to go to the university library
to use the computers there, but the computer processors were slow. They were also
limited in number. Availability of computers would make it easier for us to work on
our projects after lectures.”

Although course instructors reported positive experiences with PBL, they too said
there was room for improvement. Manal suggested that PBL “should be gradually imple-
mented into most of the university’s courses by carefully selecting several for PBL imple-
mentation.” She added that “students could have the same project for more than one
course.” Manal was convinced that “students are creative, and they can merge require-
ments of three courses into one PBL project.” From a different perspective, Deema
recommended reconsideration of the traditional number of assignments and exams in
each course. “Limiting assignments in the courses with PBL would be more manageable
as students always complained of an overload of course work and exams.” Moreover,
she encouraged implementing PBL with specific courses, including “online marketing,
because this course is dynamic and largely depends on discovery of new trends of online
marketing that makes it appropriate for PBL strategy.”

Theme 3: Sustained Student Support Over the Semester With Exceptions

Faculty members said they provided, and students said they received, sustained
support for the PBL learning experience over the semester. Examples of faculty support
can be seen in Eman’s comment: “The videos I presented to students showed that PBL
requires teamwork for which they need a variety of skills to finish the project by the end
of the semester.” She continued, saying that “sometimes they misunderstood PBL. They
thought it was a research activity. PBL is not theoretical research; it is rather practical.”
Manal observed that “students were resistant to such kind of learning at the beginning.
However, we tried our best to assure them that we were always there to belp. In addition,
step-by-step clarification was given of the projects.”

Students’ reports of available support were in accordance with faculty members’
accounts. Students felt that support was available in many ways. Prior to the start of
the project, the course instructors specified the assessment criteria. Students had to
conduct both peer-assessment for their colleagues’ projects and self-assessment for their
own projects. Instructor Nuha explained that “all group coordinators had a meeting
with the course instructors in advance to discuss the project and assessment criteria.
Students were also asked to use these criteria to assess their projects by themselves
before handing them in for the instructor’s evaluation.” Reem, a student, confirmed
that “the criteria were the first thing sent to students and were uploaded to the (BlackBoard
LMS).” Samar (student) believed that “clarity of the criteria was a positive aspect of PBL.”

To elaborate more on the assessment criteria aspect of support, both traditional
and progressive assessment strategies were employed in the courses. To illustrate, Eman
indicated that her approach was “multidimensional.” She “assessed the project plan, its
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implementation, and the final product.” She also required students to assess themselves
using peer assessments and self-evaluation. In contrast, Professor Hani indicated that
students usually had quizzes and final practical and theoretical exams. He allotted 40 %
for the final exam and only 20 % for the project. When prompted during the interview
if he thought this approach might limit maximum benefits of PBL, he answered “we
must comply with college policies in administering final exam in all courses. However,
while I was negotiating with one of my colleagues over the marks allocated for projects,
I suggested allocating more marks for the PBL.”

Most students reported that their course instructors were usually supportive, but
several students had issues with not being able to ask the course instructor for guidance
and that doing so would lower their score. As an aside, despite PBL requiring teachers
to be facilitators (Dauletova, 2014), instructors in this study created a PBL ground rule
that students would lose points if they asked the course instructor for guidance. Hala
said she “wished it was okay to ask the course instructor for guidance. To us, PBL was
a new experience, and we felt lost.” When prompted about the project guidelines, Nuha
replied, “Yes, we were told that seeking help from the course instructor and asking
questions about the project would lower our scores.” Amal explained that “we were
not allowed to ask the course instructor any questions about the project. Our course
instructor kept reminding us that doing this would lower our score. Despite this, however,
she answered some of our questions without deducting our scores. She was responsive.”

Faculty members were aware of this dynamic but from a different perspective. To
illustrate, Instructor Manal said that “even in terms of asking for guidance, students are
more cautious in asking questions because they do not want to lose marks.” She was
convinced that “PBL and this rule are valuable because they teach students to be auto-
nomous.”

Discussion

Course instructors and students in this study were highly content with their PBL
experience, an outcome that mirrored Mysorewala and Cheded (2013) and Tamran’s
(2019) work. Our findings join the nascent literature on the use of PBL in Saudi HE
settings (Alibraheim & El-Sayed, 2021; Alsamani & Daif-Allah, 2016; Amulla, 2020).
Our study is significant because, although a recommended pedagogical strategy for
Middle Eastern universities (Du et al., 2020), PBL is a relatively new approach that
only a few Saudi universities have embraced (Alkhatnai, 2017; Amulla, 2020; Islam
et al., 2022). Achievement of Vision 2030 depends on student-centered learning leading
to self-awareness within the evolving economic context, especially sustainability issues.

Saudi faculty member’s perceptions of the benefits and challenges of PBL correlate
with previous Saudi-based research (Alibraheim & El-Sayed, 2021; Alsamani & Daif-
Allah, 2016; Amulla, 2020). Participants herein said that PBL augmented students’
confidence, autonomy, critical and creative thinking, long-term retention, communication
skills, networking process, research skills, and it enabled them to see things from different
perspectives. From a challenge perspective, faculty commented on time, getting approvals,
students’ initial resistance, and difficulties with pandemic-mandated online teaching.

Faculty said students initially resisted PBL. A full shift in the way students have
been traditionally taught can be problematic, even if they are tired of the lecture format
(Alkhatnai, 2017). Student-centered learning that significantly increases expectations



34 Hana Sulaiman AlRasheed and Amani K. Hamdan Alghamdi

for students to own their own learning can generate resistance (Pluskwik & Wang,
2020). The session orienting students to PBL must thus acknowledge this pedagogical
shift.

Also, previous research did not mention the challenges of obtaining so many layers
of institutional approval for PBL projects (in this case: “the dean, vice dean, police,
municipality, and civil defense”). In other contexts, students often initiate contact on
their own scaffolded with scripts and preapproved protocol (Burns, 2019; Pan et al.,
2020). Perhaps the approval aspect of PBL projects and community partnerships is
unique to the Saudi context. If so, it warrants further study. Alkhatnai (2017) encouraged
other scholars to “find the specifics in the Saudi culture which can shape PBL imple-
mentation” (p. 92).

The benefits that student participants identified from their PBL experience closely
matched those reported in nascent Saudi-based literature: increased confidence, self-
reliance, time management skills, accountability, team-leading skills, group-work skills,
and even their personalities (e.g., Alibraheim & El-Sayed, 2021; Alsamani & Daif-
Allah, 2016; Amulla, 2020; Mysorewala & Cheded, 2013). Students reported challenges
with time management; the lack of non-human resources; finding information related
to their PBL topic; inadequate critical thinking skills; and challenges with teamwork
dynamics (managing meeting times, unanticipated pressure of responsibility, and members
not contributing equally). These same concerns were often reported in aligned studies
(Dauletova, 2014; Havenga, 2015; Mysorewala & Cheded, 2013; Nguyen, 2017).

These student-related findings have two implications. First, pragmatically, those
organizing future efforts to implement PBL at this institution are encouraged to include
information about these concerns in the students’ orientation session. Second, Saudi
HE institutions using PBL can take heart that PBL works in their context, a concern
voiced by Alkhatnai (2017) who was curious about whether PBL would be as effective
in the Saudi learning environment as it is in other contexts. This finding matters because
achieving Vision 2030, so the economy is more diversified and sustainably accountable,
can benefit from PBL in HE courses.

Assessment of PBL experiences was another issue. One faculty participant described
her assessment protocol as “multidimensional.” Another participant expressed concerns
about having to administer final exams even in courses with PBL projects. Although
research affirms that multiple assessment strategies to evaluate PBL courses are preferred
(Torres et al., 2021), initial findings suggested that this issue was not yet settled at this
university setting. If the university is to apply PBL best practices, it should consider
empowering faculty to design their evaluation schemes, as this would allow them to
choose assessment methods that maximize the benefits of PBL. As active participants in
implementing PBL, they could adopt new approaches to assessment that are compatible
with PBL (Barron et al., 1998) albeit unconventional in the Saudi context (Alkhatnai,
2017; Alkhayyal et al., 2019).

Confining assessment to traditional exams also lessens the enhancement of students’
PBL learning in dimensions (e.g., perceptions and opinions) other than cognition. Faculty
and students said that the PBL experience affected students’ personalities both strength-
ening and developing them. Amulla (2020) reported that PBL improved not only cognitive
skills but iterative learning as well. The latter entails repeatedly comparing one’s work
with other team members’ work as the project unfolds. This aspect of the learning
process requires interacting personalities, which cannot help but impact an individual’s



Project-based Learning at a Saudi University: Faculty and Student Feedback 35

personality development. Multifaceted assessment strategies that include objective and
subjective assessments (Torres et al., 2021) are better equipped to capture this aspect of
student’s performance during a PBL experience.

On a final comment about assessment concerns, in this study, faculty members had
agreed to use student-centered PBL in their courses but were still required to honor
university policies in administering traditional teacher-centered final exams. Two course
instructors articulated suggestions for university administration with this regard: (a) im-
plement PBL in most of the university courses instead of only a select few (and support
this decision university wide); and (b) permit other methods of PBL assessment to adequ-
ately measure the objective cognitive gains and the subjective, emotive gains. PBL cannot
be used in dissociation with appropriate assessment methods (Torres et al., 2021).

Exploring community partners’ involvement in PBL was beyond the scope of the
study. However, reference to their role in PBL was evident in the data with faculty
members expressing concern about how challenging it was to communicate with external
associations involved in the PBL projects. This concern intimates their respect for these
partnerships. Previous research has affirmed that instructors value PBL for its links
with community, and they appreciate the critical role that community partners play in
PBL (Lee et al., 2014). Community partners tend to be very effective stakeholders, and
their views should be investigated in further Saudi studies not only to ensure that students’
work with them represents a win-win deal to all partners, but also to help instructors
decide on the projects’ efficiency in preparing students for the job market.

Amulla (2020) believed that instructors should receive formal training in PBL because,
otherwise, their understanding develops while using the PBL approach, and students
can become confused about the process. This seemed to have been the case in this study,
wherein instructors told students they would lose points if they asked for guidance, a
policy that contradict the instructors’ role during PBL as facilitator (someone who make
things easier by offering advice and guidance) (Alkhatnai, 2017). In fairness to the
instructors, they did say that this ground rule was intended to help students become
autonomous learners, but it also reflected an underdeveloped understanding of PBL
(AlRajeh, 2020a).

Faced with this finding, the authors subsequently confirmed that the faculty members
who had participated had not received formal training — only a meeting to introduce
them to PBL and guidelines for implementing it. Islam et al. (2022) recognized that PBL
might not be easy to implement in all courses. They strongly recommended that faculty
members receive practice, training, and patience from the university. The university in
our study had put in place a committee to oversee and monitor how PBL was being deli-
vered. We recommend that this committee spearhead efforts to explicitly orient faculty
members to PBL and clarify how PBL differs from more familiar problem-based learning,
which faculty members can confuse (AlRajeh, 2020a; Islam et al., 2022).

On a final note, AlRajeh (2020a) and Islam et al. (2022) recently reported that Saudi
educators who advocated for PBL described it as positively effecting students’ ability to
acquire important 21 century skills: critical thinking, communication, collaboration,
and creativity (Alves et al., 2017). The 4Cs are also a key component of ESD (Khandakar
et al., 2020). If we are to describe these skills that students have acquired as a result of
taking part in project-based learning, then they can be described as ‘transferable and
useful in other aspects of life’ (Wahid et al., 2020, p. 84). Although participants herein
acknowledged PBL ability to improve these 4C skills, they did not frame them as 21% cen-
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tury skills, which would help graduates contribute to a knowledge-based economy (per
Vision 2030’s intent to create a diversified economy that respects sustainable production
and consumption). Given that it is highly recommended to teach 21 century competencies
in a culturally adapted learning environment (Kohl & Hopkins, 2020), the newly formed
university committee that is overseeing the implementation of PBL should also prepare
in-service material on the importance of instilling 21* century skills through PBL experiences.

Limitations

The small sample size does not allow for generalization, but faculty and students’
feedback is encouraging and could inspire employing this method across all university
courses not in just one college. This small-scale study should be replicated in more
disciplines, colleges, universities, and Saudi provinces (13 in total). A mixed methods
research design would be appropriate to gather richer and more diverse data to answer
the research question. Student-gendered comparisons are recommended as well, as Vaz
et al. (2013) reported that women, compared to men, tended to view PBL as having a
more positive impact. Ideally, PBL should be positive for both sexes.

Conclusion

Findings affirmed that project-based learning was well received at this Saudi college
setting. Both faculty and students recognized its benefits and challenges and appreciated
that there was room for improvement. Findings further augmented the nascent literature
about using PBL in Saudi HE settings that are traditionally teacher centered. This is a
bourgeoning area of study in Saudi Arabia given the important role HE is expected to
play in economic development and labor market alignment pursuant to a diversified,
knowledge-based economy that respects sustainable production and consumption.

Our findings affirmed the strength of the PBL learning strategy and its ability to
bolster Saudi students’ self-autonomy, self-confidence, and accountability along with
their ability to communicate and think critically. Any struggles they encountered (notably
access to non-human resources) may well have been exacerbated by COVID-related
learning conditions. All said, PBL is strongly recommended as an important student-
centered learning strategy that prepares Saudi graduates for the 21 century knowledge-
based economy.
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