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Introduc�on

                                          The purpose of this study is to develop an understanding of factors, which may be affec�ng female  
                                   academic Role Models in higher educa�on in Syria.                                                                          .    . 
                            The original mo�va�on for exploring factors influencing the situa�on of Syrian women researcher's 
               experience in academia is associated with minimal representa�on of Syrian female researchers 
                     who exist on the interna�onal research  map. A na�onal study illustrates that only 8% of top Syrian 
                           interna�onal researchers are  women.                                                                                                                                

Gender Distribution of the top 100 Syrian International Researchers
(Source: Syria National Erasmus+ Office, 2015)
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The Case of Wafika Zarzour 

Dr. Wafika Zarzour was born in a conservative Damascene
family from Midan area in 1949. However, she was 
officially registered in 1947, which is the date of her sister's 
birth, who passed away shortly after birth. She started 
school early in 1953,  as  she was only four years old. 
Supported by her family and school, she was distinguished 
from the rest of the students despite her young age. She 
started her university studies at the Faculty of Pharmacy 
in 1967, and continued to excel until she graduated in 1972. 
At that time, her family's traditions did not allow her to 
complete her studies in Europe, but that did not stop her 
ambition.  She applied for the teaching assistantship at the 
university with the support of the dean of the faculty. 
In due course, she obtained her Master degree, with the 
support of her professors, and opened her own laboratory
with the support of her family. She then obtained her PhD
in 1988; consequently, she was appointed as Assistant 
Professor at the Faculty of Pharmacy in 1989 and, by 
continuing doing with her research, she became Associate 
Professor in 1994; Vice Dean in 1995, and eventually 
Professor in 1999. During those years, she got many
scholarships for research in Germany, France, Japan, and 
finally a Fulbright scholarship in USA in which she 
succeeded in extracting two new enzymes, and published 
this research in the journal of Damascus University. 
She returned to Syria in 2005 to start a new vision in her 
career by being one of the founders of a Private University 
(AIU), where she was the first Dean of the Faculty of 
Pharmacy for seven years. During these years she achieved 
success and distinction for the university. Most recently, 
she has been appointed as President Consultant, Professor 
and Head of Bio and Clinical Department in the Faculty 
of Pharmacy.     
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Syria is in the Middle East nearby the Mediterranean
Sea, surrounded by Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq. 
The Middle Eastern and Arabic culture is examined 
based on high power distance and gender inequality
which stems from a patriarchal and tribal Arabic society 
(Hofstede, 1994; Bjerke & Al-Meer, 1993; Caldwell, 
1982, 2004; Littrell & Bertsch, 2013, Moghadam, 2013). 
The patriarchal society is examined in prior research as 
culture, which fundamentally supports the practice of 
arranged marriages, dutiful daughters and obedient
wives.  These values and practices are also emphasized 
in Islamic traditional values and practices.                      .
The patriarchal society expects women to play the role
of housewives maintaining the household, taking care 
and bring up the children and accommodate the needs 
of husbands (Littrell &  Bertsch, 2013).                           .

A case study methodology, also identified as “case history”
 is robust research methodology which examines various 
facets of a single organization, situation, event, personality 
in an in-depth perspective at a phase of particular time 
(Cooper and Schindler, 2014). Case studies are appropriate
for situations where the research is primary concerned 
with understanding rather than hypothesis testing (Eisenhar
dt, 1989). Case study methodology is applied when 
a researcher's objective is to examine a single individual 
or organization and identify aspects associated with it" 
(Ghauri and  Grønhaug, 2010). This research presents the
case of Prof. Dr. Wafika Zarzour. An individual depth 
interview was conducted with the Prof. Zarzour to deeply 
understand the factors which have shaped her experience. 

The case examines a set of individual factors highlighting 
personality characteristic and the early distinction of this 
female individual raised and nurtured in a patriarchal society. 
Family and mentor support are important factors to examine
specifically the support of her mother, teachers and professors.
Cognitive and social characteristics are emphasized including
intelligence and passion for research and science enabled 
Wafika to excel in a male dominated society.                        .

This case examines a Syrian Female Role model at Higher
Education and set of factors influencing and shaping the 
experience and career path of this individual.                  .
Women in Syria still experience social and work related
barriers   which hamper the economic and political 
progression of women resulting in insignificant 
representation at decision making aspect. However, the 
case of Wafika Zarzour proved that female leadership and 
distinction starts at individual level, highlighting the 
importance of family and mentor support.                      .
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