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ABSTRACT

Due to the mounting pressures of social inequity, unwanted
ecological changes, and unceasing economic expansion, education
systems around the globe have been tasked with the responsibility
of teaching youth how to recognize and possess the skills needed to
tackle these problems. This research analyses how the public 3rd
Grade Secondary School Curriculum of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
for the academic year 2022-2023 reflects three of the United
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)—Quality Education
(SDG 4), Gender Equality (SDG 5), and Climate Action (SDG 13).
Employing qualitative content and discourse analysis, the study
examines the presence, frequency, and instructional framing of
sustainability-related concepts in ten official textbooks. The results
showed Gender Equality with most references, followed by Quality
Education, while Climate Action appeared least and was
concentrated in Ecology and Biology. Other Humanities subjects,
such as Arabic and Life Skills, were the dominant contributors to the
integration of sustainability discourses, while a number of STEM
subjects addressed them only marginally. The data indicates the
increasing alignment of Saudi curriculum with the global
sustainability agenda and the Vision 2030 priorities, although the
integration remains subject fragmented across subjects. This
research sheds light on the processes of curriculum integration with
sustainability and reforming education in centralized systems for
better global citizenship. Additional research should focus on how
classroom practices implement these commitments and how these
practices impact students learning.
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INTRODUCTION
In educational discussions across the globe, the need to prepare learners for complex socio-

economic and environmental problems has given rise to the concept of sustainability. This is
often confused with terms like climate education or environmental education, but sustainability
education is much more comprehensive: it integrates ecology with complementary civic, social,
cultural, and economic responsibility (Sterling & Huckle, 2016). To explain, the United Nations’s
2030 Agenda and the Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) programs advocated by
UNESCO are international frameworks that emphasize the importance of schools and curricula
in embedding sustainability into all aspects of learning (UNESCO, 2017). In both higher and
secondary education, the need to instill values and competencies for the future has made
sustainability-focused teaching an indispensable part of the curriculum (Sterling et al., 2010;
Sterling et al., 2013).

Curricula and textbooks play a crucial role in advancing sustainability education. They
determine which knowledge is considered valuable, how social issues are framed, and which
skills students should learn. Especially in contexts in which centralized curriculum systems limit
teacher autonomy, textbook analysis can provide powerful insights into how societies represent
knowledge and values (Apple, 2014; Pingel, 2010). Identifying the presence, frequency, and
framing of sustainability-related concepts within curricula can assist researchers in identifying
how education systems operationalize international sustainability commitments.

Across the Saudi public system, curriculum design and content are centralized under the
Ministry of Education (Hamdan, 2015; OECD, 2020). While reform initiatives such as Tatweer
aim to modernize education and introduce global competencies, scholars note that
implementation often retains top-down features and remains uneven in practice (Alyami, 2014;
Essa &amp; Harvey, 2022). In addition to serving as instructional resources, textbooks serve as
vehicles for transmitting national identity and policy priorities (Al-Sharif, 2023; OECD, 2020). As
part of Saudi Arabia’s secondary education system, students typically attend secondary school
for three years, with grade three being the final year, leading to a high school diploma
(Tawjihiyah) (Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission [SACM], n.d.). At this stage, official textbooks are
especially significant, consolidating students’ preparations for national examinations while
simultaneously conveying broader ideological and developmental agendas aligned with Vision
2030 (Essa & Harvey, 2022).

Although global interest in sustainability education is well-established, empirical
research in the Saudi context remains limited. For instance, Al-Jeddani (2018) investigated the
integration of sustainable development themes within high school social studies and citizenship
curricula, while Al-Sharif (2023) analyzed the representation of sustainability dimensions in
intermediate science textbooks, revealing significant omissions and underrepresentation. Essa
and Harvey (2022) examined Saudi policy documents and media discourse, highlighting the
rhetorical yet vague treatment of sustainability under Vision 2030. Collectively, these studies
demonstrate an emerging body of work, but also leave important gaps: most focus on single
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subjects or intermediate levels, pay limited attention to discursive framing, and rarely examine
how textbook representations align with broader policy objectives.

To address this gap, the current study examines the representation of three Sustainable
Development Goals, namely (Quality Education (SDG 4), Gender Equality (SDG 5), and Climate
Action (SDG 13)) in the public educational system of Saudi Arabia for the 2022-2023 academic
year across 10 subjects for 3™ year secondary school students. It analyzes the presence or
absence, frequency, and discursive framing of sustainability-related themes in official
coursebooks and evaluates their alighnment with the priorities of Vision 2030 and Ministry of
Education policy documents.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) has grown internationally as a paradigm that
equips learners with the requisite skills for the complex challenges of the 21st century
environment, society, and economy. A report published by UNESCO, Education for Sustainable
Development Goals: Learning Objectives (2017), points out that ESD involves much more than
the acquisition of knowledge; it also includes the acquisition of core skills, such as critical and
reflective thinking, problem solving, collaboration, and systems thinking. Scholars suggest that
ESD should not be treated as an individual subject but should be woven through the curricula,
working in tandem with the mechanisms of how students learn and interact with world
problems (Sterling & Huckle, 2016; Sterling et al., 2013). This integrated model maintains that
education is a tool that fosters long-term global sustainability and wellbeing.

Despite strong international momentum, a notable gap remains between sustainability
policy rhetoric and curricular practice. Moore et al. (2018) show that sustainability is frequently
framed in broad, aspirational terms within national policies but is rarely translated into concrete
curriculum design and pedagogy. Similarly, Ng (2019) highlights that, while sustainability has
been incorporated into many national and institutional education policies, integration often
remains superficial, with limited curricular depth or pedagogical transformation. A recent
systematic review by Ramirez-Montoya et al. (2025) similarly found that although sustainability
and the SDGs are increasingly discussed within emerging educational paradigms such as
Education 5.0, their integration into structured curricula remains uneven and often
technologically driven rather than pedagogically transformative.

Hess and Maki (2019) caution that climate education is at risk of being marginalized as a
secondary theme rather than being integrated into the core of teaching and learning. These
limitations are especially visible in education systems with centralized governance structures,
where top-down control dictates curricular content, and teachers are required to follow
prescribed textbooks with little autonomy (OECD, 2020). Thus, textbooks become not only
instructional tools but also political texts, reflecting state-approved visions of society, identity,
and knowledge. Comparable patterns have been observed in other centralized systems. For
example, Silalahi and Yuwono (2018) show how Indonesia’s national ideology, Pancasila, is
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formally embedded in curricular reform yet struggles to translate into deep pedagogical
transformation, underscoring the broader tension between ideological intent and classroom
implementation.

Comparative and regional studies have reinforced this challenge (Molomo, 2023;
Odularu, 2024; Olatoye & Fru, 2025; Sibanda, 2023). Chimbunde and Moreeng (2024) argue that
meaningful teacher agency is essential for sustainable curriculum reform because reforms
imposed in a top-down manner are unlikely to produce pedagogical transformation. This
resonates with Ng’s (2019) observation that policy-level commitments to sustainability, if not
connected to classroom practice, risk becoming symbolic rather than substantive. Collectively,
these findings underscore the value of textbook analysis in centralized systems where official
curricular materials remain the clearest expression of national policy priorities.

Saudi Arabia provides a particularly relevant case study. Education reform has been a
central pillar of the national Vision 2030 agenda, which explicitly links modernization and global
competitiveness with sustainable development. However, like many centralized systems, the
Saudi context reflects a tension between ambitious reform goals and the realities of
standardized ministry-controlled curricula. Hamdan (2015) observes that initiatives such as the
Tatweer program introduced student-centered principles and innovation but did not
significantly expand teacher autonomy or curricular flexibility. Similarly, Alyami (2014) notes
that, while Tatweer schools were envisioned as laboratories of development, implementation
remained largely shaped by top-down control. The OECD (2020) reinforces this view, finding
that Saudi curriculum reform has made progress in aligning with global competencies but
continues to rely on highly standardized textbooks as primary instructional tools.

Recent empirical studies offer insights into how sustainability themes appear in Saudi
curricula. Al-Jeddani (2018) examined the integration of sustainable development in high school
social studies and citizenship education, that while themes were introduced, they were
unevenly represented and lacked depth. In their analysis of policy documents and media
discourse, Essa and Harvey (2022) reported that sustainability is often framed in vague terms,
raising questions about its translation into practice. In a content analysis of third-intermediate
science textbooks, Al-Sharif (2023) found that environmental and economic sustainability
dimensions were underrepresented, highlighting the limited integration of ESD principles.
Finally, in a study of gender representation in English language textbooks, Algahtani (2024)
revealed that while Vision 2030 emphasizes gender equity, textbook portrayals of women
remain restricted and stereotypical. The persistence of gender stereotyping in educational
materials is further illuminated by Omojemite et al. (2024), who, drawing on feminist and critical
theory, argue that curricula often reproduce social norms and power structures unless explicitly
challenged through interdisciplinary and justice-oriented approaches. Together, these studies
highlight the progress in acknowledging sustainability but also reveal gaps in how such themes
are embedded and framed in the Saudi curriculum.
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Building on this body of work, this study situates itself within the broader literature by
addressing a critical gap: the lack of systematic, cross-subject analysis of sustainability-related
themes in final-year secondary education textbooks. Since grade three of secondary school is
the last stage before higher education and vocational training (Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission
[SACM], n.d.), it represents a crucial moment when national policy priorities, including Vision
2030, are consolidated in curricular content. Therefore, textbooks at this stage provide a vital
lens for assessing how global sustainability goals, particularly Quality Education (SDG 4), Gender
Equality (SDG 5), and Climate Action (SDG 13), are represented, emphasized, or marginalized.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGICAL RATIONALE

This study is guided by a conceptual framework combining Curriculum Theory, Policy
Implementation perspectives, and ESD benchmarks. Apple (2014) argues that curricula and
textbooks are never neutral; they embody official knowledge and transmit the ideologies and
values of the state. Pingel (2010) extends this argument by noting that textbooks serve as
powerful instruments of socialization and political messaging, particularly in centralized
systems. These insights position textbooks as both pedagogical and ideological texts, making
their analysis essential to understand how sustainability is represented in practice.

From a policy implementation perspective, there is often a gap between intended
curriculum (as expressed in official policy documents) and enacted curriculum (what teachers
deliver in classrooms). In centralized systems, such as Saudi Arabia, where teachers are
expected to follow standardized textbooks with limited room for adaptation, the textbook itself
becomes the most direct expression of the intended policy. This framework is particularly
relevant in the context of Vision 2030, where ambitious reform goals risk remaining rhetorical,
if not concretely, embedded in curricular materials (OECD, 2020; Essa & Harvey, 2022).

Finally, this study aligns with UNESCQO’s (2017) framework for ESD learning objectives,
which provides international benchmarks for sustainability competencies and curricular
integration. Document-based approaches, such as content and discourse analysis, are well
established in curriculum studies (Pingel, 2010) and are particularly suited to centralized
systems where textbooks are the primary instructional tools. By examining the visibility,
frequency, and framing of sustainability-related themes across ten subjects, this study assesses
how national and global sustainability priorities are embedded in Saudi secondary education,
thereby filling a gap in the literature.

Statement of the Problem and Objectives

Despite the growing international momentum toward embedding sustainable development into
education systems, the actual integration of sustainability principles into school curricula
remains limited, inconsistent, or under-researched, especially in centralized educational
systems. In Saudi Arabia, Vision 2030 outlines national ambitions aligned with the United
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including Quality Education (SDG 4), Gender
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Equality (SDG 5), and Climate Action (SDG 13). However, little is known about how these goals

are translated into the textbook content used in Saudi public schools.

Saudi Arabia’s education system is highly centralized, with textbooks playing a dominant
role in shaping classroom teaching. Teachers have minimal flexibility to deviate from the
prescribed content, making textbooks a powerful tool for understanding how sustainability
themes are positioned in national education. While curriculum initiatives, such as the Tatweer
Project aimed to modernize education, research indicates that these reforms have not
significantly expanded classroom autonomy or produced sustained pedagogical transformation
(Hamdan, 2015; Alyami, 2014). Although international and local studies have examined aspects
of ESD integration (Al-Jeddani, 2018; Al-Sharif, 2023; Essa & Harvey, 2022; Ng, 2019; UNESCO,
2017), few have provided a systematic, cross-subject analysis of final-year secondary textbooks
in Saudi Arabia. This gap raises critical questions about the degree to which Saudi Arabia’s stated
policy goals are being realized in practice through its formal curriculum.

Therefore, this study aims to investigate the extent and manner in which sustainability-
related themes are embedded in third-grade secondary coursebooks across selected subjects in
Saudi public schools. Through content and discourse analyses, this study explores whether the
curriculum reflects the country’s educational policy goals and Vision 2030 priorities related to
sustainable development. This study primarily seeks to:

e Examine the inclusion and representation of SDG 4 (Quality Education), SDG 5 (Gender
Equality), and SDG 13 (Climate Action) in selected third-grade secondary school textbooks.

e Analyze the discursive framing of these themes across different subjects to identify patterns,
emphasis, or marginalization.

e Evaluate the alignment between textbook content and national education policy, including
Saudi Vision 2030 and official Ministry of Education documents.

e Contribute to the discourse on curriculum reform and sustainability education in centralized
education systems by offering context-specific insights.

In line with the problem identified problems and the objectives outlined above, the
present study seeks to answer the following research questions:

1. To what extent are the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)—specifically Quality
Education (SDG 4), Gender Equality (SDG 5), and Climate Action (SDG 13)—represented in
the third-grade secondary Textbooks in Saudi Arabian public schools for the academic year
2022-2023?

2. How are these sustainability-related themes discursively framed within the selected
textbooks, and what pedagogical intentions (if any) can be inferred from their presentation?

3. To what degree do the findings align with or diverge from the goals of Saudi Arabia’s Vision
2030 and official educational policy documents?
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METHODOLOGY

Research Design

Owing to funding limitations and strict regulatory constraints on collecting empirical classroom
data in Saudi Arabia, this study adopted a qualitative document-based research design.
Specifically, it employed content and discourse analysis to conceptually examine how selected
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), namely Quality Education (SDG 4), Gender Equality
(SDG 5), and Climate Action (SDG 13), are represented in the national curriculum of Saudi
Arabian public schools for the academic year 2022-2023.

This approach is well-suited to the Saudi context, where textbooks are standardized
nationwide and constitute the dominant instructional resource in classrooms. As Apple (2014)
and Pingel (2010) argue, curricula and textbooks are not neutral, but reflect official knowledge
and state priorities, making them valuable sources for analyzing how global and national goals
are framed. Similarly, document-based methods are widely recognized as effective in education
research when direct classroom observation is impractical or restricted, as they provide insights
into the institutional and ideological underpinnings of curricula (Bowen, 2009; Krippendorff,
2019).

This study is exploratory in nature. Rather than attempting to explain why specific topics
are included or excluded, the goal concerns investigating the scale, scope, and nature of
sustainability-related content across a sample of textbooks used in third-grade secondary
education. The overarching research question guiding this inquiry is: To what extent do Saudi
public school textbooks feature, frame, or omit themes related to SDGs 4, 5, and 13?

Data Sources and Selection

The primary sources of this study were textbooks and curriculum documents officially published
by the Saudi Ministry of Education (MOE). In Saudi Arabia, the MOE is the sole authority
producing and approving textbooks, which are standardized and used uniformly across all public
schools. Private publishers are not involved in textbook production, and the authorship process
typically involves MOE-appointed committees composed of academics, subject experts, and
senior educators. The textbook content is strictly regulated to ensure alignment with the state’s
educational priorities and policy frameworks.

At the secondary level, each course has a single official textbook, and in some cases, an
accompanying teacher guide. Teachers are expected to closely adhere to these materials,
leaving little room for supplementation or substitution. This makes textbooks an especially
powerful and reliable lens for examining how national policy goals such as Vision 2030 are
embedded in the curriculum.

The sample consisted of ten textbooks taught in the third grade of secondary education
(final year of high school). These were Arabic Language 4: Linguistic Competencies, Biology 3,
Environmental Science, Life Skills and Family Education, Physics 4, Mathematics 6, Chemistry 4,
and three core Islamic Education subjects (Figh 1, Hadith 1, and Tawheed 1). These subjects
were selected because they represent a cross-section of disciplines in which sustainability-
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related content could reasonably appear, either explicitly (e.g., in Environmental Science or Life
Skills) or implicitly (e.g., in Islamic Education or Arabic Language). The exclusion criteria included
electives and specialized vocational courses, which are not universally taught at the secondary
level.

The textbooks were accessed in both printed and PDF formats through MOE online
repositories and school libraries. Digital copies were particularly useful for keyword searches,
systematic coding, and validation. To ensure transparency, a full list of the analyzed textbooks
is provided below in the APA format (English translations of the titles are provided in brackets
for clarity). These are not included in the study’s reference list but are presented here to clearly
identify the data sources.

Ministry of Education. (2022/1444 AH). 4sslll bl :4 do,2)l 42U/ [Arabic Language 4: Linguistic

Competencies]. Riyadh: Ministry of Education.

Ministry of Education. (2022/1444 AH). 3 <L>/ [Biology 3] (Natural Sciences Track). Riyadh:

Ministry of Education.

Ministry of Education. (2022/1444 AH). 4w/ «le [Environmental Science]. Riyadh: Ministry of
Education.

Ministry of Education. (2022/1444 AH). Chemistry 4 (Natural Sciences Track) [ psle)/ yluco — £ sleaS
dxul)]]. Saudi Arabia: Ministry of Education.

Ministry of Education. (2022/1444 AH). 6 <lual) [Mathematics 6] (Natural Sciences Track).

Riyadh: Ministry of Education.

Ministry of Education. (2022/1444 AH). 4 <bié [Physics 4] (Natural Sciences Track). Riyadh:

Ministry of Education.

Ministry of Education. (2022/1444 AH). 4. duslls dsl)l <illgal [Life Skills and Family

Education]. Riyadh: Ministry of Education.

Ministry of Education. (2022/1444 AH). Figh 1 (Islamic Jurisprudence) [ ) 4id/]. Saudi Arabia:

Ministry of Education.

Ministry of Education. (2022/1444 AH). Hadith 1 (Prophetic Traditions) [ ) ¢ot=J]]. Saudi Arabia:

Ministry of Education.

Ministry of Education. (2022/1444 AH). Tawheed 1 (Islamic Creed / Monotheism) [ ) degJ].

Saudi Arabia: Ministry of Education.

Additionally, the general structure of the textbooks was noted during analysis. Most are
organized into thematic units or chapters with a combination of expository passages, guided
exercises, and end-of-unit review questions. Visual content is frequently integrated through
diagrams, photographs, and illustrations; however, as explained in Section 4.3, this study
focused on textual analysis. For illustrative purposes, Appendix A includes sample textbook
pages (e.g., from Arabic and Life Skills) to provide readers with an overview of the materials
examined.

curriculumstudies.org JCSR 2026, 8(1):194-212



Rajab et al. 202

Analytical Procedure

This study followed a systematic, multiphase process to analyze the textual content of the
selected textbooks. First, the researchers reviewed all coursebooks and policy documents to
familiarize themselves with their structure and identify potential sustainability-related themes.
Subsequently, a comprehensive list of keywords was developed based on United Nations ESD
publications and SDG literature, translated into Arabic, and carefully checked for semantic
accuracy. Using this list, both manual and digital searches were conducted across textbooks,
and each keyword occurrence was documented, along with page numbers and notes on its
instructional function. The relevant excerpts were subsequently translated into English and
coded according to their thematic and pedagogical relevance. To ensure reliability, the coding
process was independently cross-checked by two researchers, with any discrepancies resolved
through collaborative discussion. Further validation was obtained through consultation with a
curriculum expert.

It is important to note a limitation: while visual elements (e.g., images, diagrams, and
illustrations) are central to how knowledge is conveyed in textbooks, this study focuses
exclusively on textual content. This decision was made because of scope and resource
constraints. We acknowledge that a combined analysis of text and images would have yielded a
more nuanced understanding of how sustainability is represented. Future research should
expand this methodology to incorporate multimodal analyses of both textual and visual content.
To operationalize the analysis, a set of keywords and phrases was developed for each of the
three focus SDGs, drawing on the UN ESD literature and national policy documents. Table 1
presents the final list of terms (translated from Arabic) that guided data extraction and coding.
Table 1.

Keywords and Expressions Used to Identify Sustainability Themes (Translated from Arabic)

SDG Theme Keywords and Phrases

Education, learning, knowledge, educational process, learning technology,
students, high school, curriculum, policymakers, Saudi Vision 2030, sustainable
Quality development, e-learning, learning methodologies, pedagogy, learning strategies,
Education learning skills, learning outcomes, Ministry of Education, 21st-century skills,
teaching, schooling, life skills, class environment, learning applications, future
learning, learning approaches, content, social media, training.

Justice, genderism, inequality, dissimilarity, males, females, women and men, bias,
Gender equal opportunities, social justice, human rights, United Nations, discrimination,
Equality non-discrimination, equitability, civil rights, tolerance, coexistence, generation,
humanity, human beings, equal opportunity.

Weather, sustainable development, global heating, environment destruction,
Climate pollution crisis, temperature, carbon sequestration, emissions, renewable energy,
Action non-renewable energy resources, desertification, drought, sea level rise, floods,
green planet, safe planet, healthy life, clean energy.
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Analytical Framework

This study employed an integrated framework that combines content analysis (Krippendorff,
2019) to identify the presence and frequency of sustainability-related themes with discourse
analysis to examine how these themes are framed within curricular narratives (Apple, 2014;
Pingel, 2010). While primarily inductive, the analysis was deductively guided by international
ESD frameworks (UNESCO, 2017) and Saudi policy priorities under Vision 2030.

To confirm the rigor of the study, the following measures were taken. First, researcher
bias was very high in the front and center. The main researcher is involved in curriculum and
policy studies in the context of Saudi Arabia, and thus has both a cultural and linguistic
background that is both advantageous and a potential source of bias. This was somewhat
mitigated by collaboratively analyzing the coding decisions alongside international standards
(UNESCO, 2017). Next, to address validity and reliability, several steps were taken, including: (a)
redundancy in the coding to enhance rigor by having two independent researchers analyze the
data; (b) peer debriefs with a curriculum consultant external to the study; (c) triangulation
where the textbook was correlated with policy and Vision 2030 documents; and (d) a
transparent audit trail of the coding to capture, check, and balance the process. Collectively,
these steps enhance the credibility and trust of the outcomes. The analysis was based on the
outcomes of the three primary dimensions. First, it identifies the extent of different subjects at
different levels where concepts of sustainability are integrated and discussed. Second, it
evaluates the levels of pedagogy used and how learners were encouraged to engage with the
concepts of sustainability from lower-to higher-order critical thinking. Third, it analyzes the
relationship between the textbook, Vision 2030, and other national policy documents and their

alignment.

FINDINGS
This section presents the findings in direct response to the research questions, focusing on the
representation and framing of SDG 4 (Quality Education), 5 (Gender Equality), and 13 (Climate
Action) across ten secondary school textbooks in Saudi Arabia. Data were extracted through
keyword searches, contextual reading, and discourse analysis of both the text and tasks.
Overview of Frequency
Table 2 (see appendix) summarizes the distribution of references across the textbooks. It
presents the number of mentions identified for each SDG with the corresponding page numbers.
Overall, Gender Equality was the most frequently referenced theme (36 mentions), followed by
Quality Education (32 mentions), whereas Climate Action appeared less often (12 mentions).
Arabic, Life Skills, and Figh textbooks showed substantial engagement with SDG 4 and 5,
whereas Ecology was the clear leader in climate-related content.
lllustrative Examples by Theme
To complement this quantitative overview, the following excerpts illustrate how sustainability-
related themes were embedded in the curriculum:
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Quality Education (SDG 4):

e Arabic textbook (p. 52): “Vision 2030 revolves around three main pillars ... including capacity
building and development programs aiming at improving the quality of education, training,
and attainment outcomes to reach world standards.”

o Life Skills (p. 7): “Today’s life needs people who develop their skills so that they have the
abilities to build relationships, manage conflicts with others, and work in teams.”

e Chemistry (p. 6): “One aim of this textbook is to adhere to the Saudi Vision of developing
advanced curricula ... improving outputs and keeping pace with global developments.”

Gender Equality (SDG 5):

e Life Skills (p. 27): “The Royal Decree of 1436 A.H. instructed relevant authorities to conduct
educational sessions for those under 18 years of age to raise awareness of the social and
health risks of early marriage.”

e Figh (p. 32): “A woman has the right to separate from her husband by resorting to what is
called khul’, which requires her to provide compensation.”

e Arabic (p. 71): “In groups, discuss (both males and females) the problem of misuse of social
media sites.”

Climate Action (SDG 13):

e Ecology (p. 53): “Global Issues: mark those that affect us the most. Write a fact for each issue
you chose and an effect for that fact.”

e Ecology (p. 13): “The Line City aims to preserve 95% of environmental resources and is linked
to Vision 2030.”

e Biology (p. 142): “Climate change impacts ecological succession, altering the stability of bio-
communities.”

Interpretation of Results

The inclusion of sustainability-related themes revealed a policy-driven integration pattern:

e Quality Education is presented in ways that emphasize Vision 2030, capacity-building, and
general skills.

e Gender Equality receives notable attention across both secular and religious subjects and is
often framed through Islamic law and social reform narratives.

e Climate Action is less frequent, but in instances where it appears (primarily in Ecology), it is
elaborated on in detail, linking environmental issues to Saudi national projects and global
climate discourse.

DISCUSSION
Framed by the research questions, this section analyzes the representation, instructional
context, and policy alignment of SDG content in digitalized Saudi secondary school textbooks.
The outcomes are positioned in the context of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD),
and the geopolitics of curriculum concentration and Vision 2030. It is then juxtaposed with
scholarly works in the region and the world.
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Quality Education (SDG 4)

References to educational quality were present in both humanities and science textbooks,
particularly Arabic Language, Life Skills, and Chemistry. Themes such as lifelong learning, active
listening, capacity building, and 21%-century skills were explicitly linked to Saudi Vision 2030,
framing education as a tool for both national development and labor market preparation.
However, STEM subjects, such as Mathematics and Physics contained only marginal mentions,
mostly limited to introductory statements rather than embedded tasks.

These findings reinforce the observation that the Saudi education policy emphasizes
guality improvement through centralization and Vision 2030 alignment (OECD, 2020; Essa &
Harvey, 2022). Similar dynamics have been observed in other centralized education systems,
where national ideologies are embedded in curricular reform but often struggle to translate into
substantive pedagogical transformation (Silalahi & Yuwono, 2018). Similar patterns are also
noted in Al-Sharif’'s (2023) content analysis of Saudi science textbooks, which found
sustainability references to be present but unevenly distributed. At the international level, Ng
(2019) highlights the importance of systematically embedding ESD into curricular structures,
while Sterling et al. (2013) warn that without pedagogical reform, quality education risks
remaining aspirational rather than transformative. Thus, the Saudi case reflects global
challenges: policy rhetoric on educational quality is strong, but integration into STEM content
remains limited. This pattern aligns with recent global analyses suggesting that while
sustainability and SDGs are increasingly referenced within emerging educational paradigms,
their systematic integration into disciplinary curricula remains inconsistent (Ramirez-Montoya
et al., 2025).

Gender Equality (SDG 5)

Gender equality themes were among the most prominent and appeared across Arabic, Life
Skills, and Islamic subjects (Figh, Hadith, Tawheed). These references addressed issues such as
early marriage, shared family responsibilities, and women’s rights under Islamic jurisprudence,
including the right to khul’. Importantly, textbooks increasingly employed inclusive discourse
(e.g., dual pronouns “male and female”), signaling a shift toward broader recognition of gender
equity. From a theoretical perspective, gender representations in curricula often reproduce or
challenge dominant social norms, depending on how power and ideology are framed within
educational discourse (Omojemite et al., 2024).

These results suggest a gradual departure from earlier portrayals of rigid gender roles
documented in the Saudi curricula (Alhazmi, 2018). Essa and Harvey (2022) argue that Vision
2030 has reframed the gender discourse in public policy, a trend mirrored in curricular materials.
Evidence from other cultural contexts similarly suggests that educational messaging plays a
significant role in shaping women’s attitudes toward participation in higher education and
public life (Putri et al., 2023). Internationally, Sterling and Huckle (2016) emphasize that
sustainability requires both social justice and equity dimensions, whereas Ng (2019) stresses the
alignment of ESD with the human rights discourse. The Saudi case appears to blend global
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human rights language with Islamic principles, reflecting broader trends across Gulf education
reforms (Essa & Harvey, 2022).
Climate Action (SDG 13)
Climate-related content was the least frequent, with most references concentrated in Ecology
and, to a lesser extent, Biology. The material addressed biodiversity, climate hazards, water
scarcity, and sustainability projects like The Line. While specific concepts such as recycling and
ecological succession were mentioned, they were largely confined to environmental science
contexts and rarely connected to broader socio-economic or ethical dimensions.

This concentration supports Sterling et al’s (2013) observation that sustainability content
is often siloed in environmental subjects. International studies (Mochizuki & Fadeeva, 2010;
Sterling & Jickling, 2017) emphasize that effective ESD requires cross-disciplinary integration,
linking climate change to social, cultural, and economic issues. Locally, Al-Sharif (2023) found
similar patterns in intermediate science textbooks, where environmental sustainability was
present but narrow in scope. Thus, while Saudi curricula pay increasing attention to climate
action, the framing remains technical rather than holistic.

CONCLUSION
The aim of this study was to assess the representation of Quality Education (SDG 4), Gender
Equality (SDG 5), and Climate Action (SDG 13) in three public grade secondary school textbooks
in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia for the academic year 2022-2023. Qualitative content and
discourse analytical methods were employed in this research on ten subjects in the humanities,
sciences, and Islamic education to address the degree to which the curriculum captures the
essence of sustainability.

The findings indicate that while sustainability themes are increasingly present, their
distribution is uneven. Gender equality and quality education were referenced most frequently,
particularly in Arabic, Life Skills, and Islamic education, whereas climate action was
concentrated almost exclusively in Ecology and Biology. This pattern highlights both progress
and persistent gaps: Saudi curriculum reform, guided by Vision 2030, reflects a clear alignment
with international calls for Education for Sustainable Development, yet integration remains
more implicit than explicit in STEM fields and is largely compartmentalized within certain subject
areas.

However, this study has certain limitations. It focused on theoretical frameworks;
consequently, it fails to account for instructional practices by teachers and practical
engagements by students. In addition, the analysis was confined to ten basic subjects and
neglected elective and vocational courses that might also contain elements of sustainability. The
study concentrated primarily on the textual content of the textbooks and did not systematically
examine visual elements such as images and graphics, even though these play an important role
in shaping how sustainability is communicated. Moreover, it is limited to the academic year
2022-2023, and any subsequent changes to the curriculum could affect the depth and breadth
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of sustainability discourse. Future inquiries should go beyond document analysis to include
teacher and student experiences as well as classroom practices; in order to better understand
how curricular commitments are enacted in practice. This would deepen our understanding of
the strategic reforms in Saudi Arabia and provide useful comparative insights for other
centralized education systems seeking to integrate the United Nations SDGs into their curricula.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A — Sample Textbook Pages
This appendix presents sample pages from the analyzed textbooks. The table below summarizes
the subject, textbook structure, and sample images to illustrate the types of materials
examined. The first five entries are from Arabic, the following four are from Life Skills, and the
final three are from Hadith.

Subject
Publisher & Structure: Ministry of Education (2022)
Units integrate readings, activities, and review tasks; emphasis on policy-linked
Arabic texts
SDG Themes
Quality education- Gender Climate
Sample lllustrative Images equality | action
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Ministry of Education (2022)
. Moral/religious guidance with didactic exercises.
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Table 2.
SDG Mentions in Textbooks
. Quality Education Gender Equality Climate Action (Mentions /
Subject . .
(Mentions / Pages) (Mentions / Pages) Pages)
Arabic 7/ pp.6,52,64,75,79,9 / pp. 24, 40, 61, 88, 100, _
87,101 132, 157, 159, 169

9/ pp. 27, 32, 69, 71, 72, _

Life Skills 4 /pp.7,62,109,113 3 155 159 131

Hadith 4/pp.7,71,74,75 4 / pp. 53, 56, 66, 83 -
Figh 4/pp. 8,21, 169 26/' o 31,48, 52,53, 56,
Tawheed 2/ pp. 50, 123 4/ pp. 115, 120, 125, 126 -
Chemistry 2 /pp.6,7 1/p. 4 -
Physics 3/pp.4,5,182 1/p.3 -
Biology 2/pp.3,4 - 2/ pp.134,142

10 / pp. 52, 53, 54, 59, 91,
96, 114, 121, 130, 133
Mathematics 2 / pp. 5, 84 1/p. 105 -

Total 32 36 12

Ecology 3/pp.3,4,16
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