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From its establishment in 2007, Dubai’s Knowledge and Human Development Authority
(KHDA) has sought to improve the quality of private schools. This paper seeks to look
forward to investigate the elements that will continue the advance of private schools
over the next 10 years.    

Conducted in the early part of 2017 in partnership with Education Development Trust, 
the study investigates the innovative practices of a select group of K-12 private 
schools in Dubai which are offering a future-ready education. In addition, it garners 
opinion about the future for education from a diverse group of regional and 
international thought leaders. We would like to thank:

•	 the schools that took part – Regent International School and Sunmarke 
School; Indian High School; Safa Community School; GEMS Modern Academy; 
and Cambridge International School. The schools that took part have been 
anonymised in the text of this report.  They represented different fee levels, 
enrolment, curriculum, and demographics. Each was recommended by local 
education experts as being both effective and innovative.  
•	 the regional and international thought leaders whose contributions have been 
anonymised in this report.
•	 the wider KHDA and Educational Development Trust teams that supported 
the work. 
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Schools cannot stand still. Thoughtful educators know that the world changes around 
us at an unprecedented and increasing pace, and that schools must respond.  Ensuring 
that children and young people have access to education relevant to their future lives 
ten to fifty years from now is a question of moral duty, national policy and economic 
necessity. What innovations to education are needed to meet future requirements? 
How will we define educational quality decades from now? What will excellence look 
like in the schools of tomorrow? We looked to two key sources to help us answer these 
questions: the practice of some particularly innovative schools in Dubai and regional 
and international opinion about the future for education. The education sector in 
Dubai, particularly its better-performing private schools, is already working to answer 
these questions. As they do so, they are generating more questions about the future 
of education.  Linking leading-edge practice to the thoughts of international thought 
leaders can help us to anticipate an unpredictable future. 

In addition to our key sources we drew upon the learning generated by the work of 
KHDA. As Dubai has grown, the demand for diverse forms of private education has 
grown also, reflecting the increasing number of expatriates living in the city and the 
preferences of Emirati parents. Today, over 90% of K-12 students go to private 
schools. To date, there are 185 K-12 private schools in Dubai serving more than 
273,000 students with a range of curricula and range fees1. KHDA is responsible for 
overseeing the quality and growth of these private schools. Since the inception of 
KHDA in 2007, the Dubai Schools Inspection Bureau (DSIB) has worked to monitor the 
improvement of school quality, while the Regulation and Permits Commission (RPC) 
has worked to ensure minimum expected standards for schools and to uphold a fee 
framework mechanism for all schools to follow. This framework of accountability 
has enabled Dubai to see major improvements in the quality of private schools. In 
2008-9 only 30% of students attended schools offering a good or better quality of 
education.  Today that figure is 61%. 

A clear lesson from the Dubai experience is that one of the key drivers underpinning 
improvement is the quality of school leadership and school self-evaluation. Inspection 
findings indicate that almost all schools which provide a good or better quality of 
education benefit from effective leadership, and have effective systems in place for 
school self-evaluation and improvement planning2. KHDA has worked to foster this 
through its ‘What Works’ initiative launched in 2012. ‘What Works’ is a series of 
ongoing professional development events, designed to promote collaboration between 

schools and share best practices among all teachers in Dubai.  and has been designed 
to foster collaboration between schools, focusing on the sharing of best practice. It 
is run by schools for schools, with support from KHDA. While school inspections have 
created a common language to talk about school quality in Dubai, What Works has 
given that language a platform, enabling teachers to use this vocabulary in ongoing 
conversations about what school improvment means3. These reforms are directly 
relevant to the innovation challenge. For schools to face the challenge of ensuring 
quality for the future they need:

•	 to have effective leaders who understand the importance of innovation;
•	 good self-evaluation systems that encourage both staff and students to be 
creative;
•	 collaborative systems, based on the ‘What Works’ philosophy that promote 
the sharing of professional knowledge about innovation.

One important driver of change and 
innovation is national policy. In the UAE, 
education is an “innovation priority sector”. 
The UAE’s Vision 20214 articulates a set 
of targets in which education, knowledge 
and skills feature prominently. Vision 2021 
calls for the development of a ‘first-rate 
education system’ emphasising the use 
of technology to support learning5. It also 
identifies innovation, research, science and 
technology as the pillars of a knowledge-
based economy6. Additionally, the UAE 
National Innovation strategy7 identifies the 
need for a high-quality education system 

‘The future of education 
must begin with a clear view 
of the role of the education 
system as part of a broader 
set of societal objectives 
and values. Such a vision is 
essential to providing a clear 
focus for policy, reform, and 
classroom practice.’ 

- Global Thought Leader

as part of a wider enabling environment for broader long-term innovation spurring 
national and economic development. In parallel, the UAE has endorsed The National 
Happiness and Positivity Charter. This stipulates the UAE Government’s commitment 
to provide a nurturing environment for the happiness of the person, family and 
community, and to instil positivity as a core value so that people can achieve their 
goals and ambitions8.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
3 Thacker & Cuadra, 2014 
4 UAE, 2010a
5 UAE, 2010b

 6 UAE, 2010c

 7 UAE, 2015

 8 UAE, 2017

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
1 KHDA, 2017 
2 KHDA, 2016

Introduction
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The policy context in the UAE, together with insights from both the case study schools 
and the interviews with global thought leaders enabled us to identify three dimensions 
of the opportunity for the future:

•	 the need to assist students to develop the knowledge, skills and resilience 
needed for an unpredictable future world of work where traditional jobs will 
decline in importance
•	 the importance of both cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes such as 
happiness and wellbeing to enable students to flourish in a future environment 
where collaboration, teamwork and self-discipline are paramount
•	 the significance of technology for students in the schools of tomorrow (for 
example, to support personalised learning, to enrich learning experiences, to 
support formative assessment and feedback) 

The National Agenda for the UAE aims 
to ensure that the nation is ‘among the 
best in the world in entrepreneurship’ and 
recognises that this will require action 
by educators ‘to instill an entrepreneurial 
culture in schools and universities to foster 
generations endowed with leadership, 
creativity, responsibility and ambition’. This 
emphasis on entrepreneurship is part of 
a wider aspiration that the UAE should 

Opportunity 1: Education for entrepreneurship and work readiness

‘The age of preparing 
children for a jobs-based 
economy is nearing an end, 
at least for “jobs” as we 
most commonly know them 
today’

- Global Thought Leader

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
  9 Clarke, 2017

Dubai’s private schools and the opportunities for the future

position itself as an ’economic, touristic and commercial capital … by transitioning to 
a knowledge-based economy’. Schools must play their part in realising this vision for 
the future of the UAE economy.

Our global education thought leaders also emphasised the importance of innovation 
in the context of the future workplace. One said, ‘Students today need to be 
problem-finders and problem-solvers, with high levels of “flexpertise”’. Recent press 
activity agrees: ‘We have to create innovators, entrepreneurs, and intra-preneurs of 
the future who are agile in their learning’9. Another emphasised the need to focus 
more heavily on social and emotional health, working together, and on being part of 
something bigger as essential components of future workplaces.  
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Aligned with the shift towards agility in learning is the need for schools to broaden 
their outlook beyond academic results. One of our thought leaders noted that ‘the 
only way of insulating our children from  uncertainty  is by giving them a broad and 
balanced curriculum that promotes the intellectual, spiritual and moral development 
of the child.’ A student’s wellbeing is just as important, if not more important than 
their end-of-school results.    

The UAE Vision 2021 National Agenda made 
clear that the transformation of the current 
education system required new ways of 
using technology and aims ‘for all schools, 
universities and students to be equipped 
with Smart systems and devices as a basis 
for all teaching methods, projects and 
research’10. In Dubai, KHDA has promoted 
the importance of educational technology in 
many ways. The inspection framework for 
private schools in Dubai makes clear that in 
every school and every classroom, ‘learning 
technologies should enrich, stimulate 
and promote students’ capacities to be 
innovative’. The What Works initiative has 
emphasised the need for schools to use 
technology to enhance learning across the 
curriculum, including the arts. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
10 UAE, 2010b
11 Dubai Holding, 2016 
12  Emirates 24/7 News, 2016

Opportunity 2: Ensuring student happiness and wellbeing  

Opportunity 3: How best to accelerate the use of technology to meet future demands 
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The UAE Cabinet endorsed the National 
Programme for Happiness and Positivity 
during its its meeting on the International 
Day of Happiness in March 2016. KHDA has 
expanded the dialogue among the private 
schools of Dubai about school improvement 
to place a priority on student wellbeing 
and happiness. In 2016, KHDA launched 
its School of Hearts and Minds Survey to 
measure students’ happiness at schools 
in Dubai and to bring positive student 
engagement practices into the process of 
school improvement planning. This prompted 

‘Schools will need to 
focus more seriously on 
21st century skills like 
critical thinking, social 
and emotional skills, and 
skills required for civic-
mindedness like empathy, 
fraternity, and responsibility 
to others’

- Global Thought Leader

school leaders to more actively include positive student engagement into their school 
self-assessment and improvement planning. To recognise schools that prioritise this 
and to promote sharing, KHDA launched the Healthy and Happy School Award in 2016, 
specific What Works events on wellbeing, and hosted a workshop at the Festival of 
Positive Education held by the International Positive Education Network in Dallas in 
2016. 

‘Education needs to become 
more adapted to the needs 
of all children. In formal 
settings, this will entail 
moving still further towards 
meeting the diversity 
of all students’ learning 
needs. This will require 
well-trained teachers and 
in some cases instruction 
through computer adaptive 
technologies which adjust 
the level of instruction to 
the level of the student.’

- Global Thought Leader

The need to rethink the use of technology has also been stressed by other key 
stakeholders. The Dubai Future Accelerators, for example, was launched by the Dubai 
Future Foundation to anticipate, solve and address challenges facing society and 
to convert them into opportunities for a better future for the coming generation11. 
One focus area for this programme is the promotion of science, technology, 
engineering and math (STEM) education and student assessment and evaluation. 
Dubai Future Accelerators provides a unique experience, allowing ideas to be shared 
and future opportunities to be explored. The programme sees innovative solutions 
being formulated – solutions that can shape the future of the local, regional and 
international educational systems12.  



Responding to the call for innovation, schools need to perfect existing practices, 
explore new territories and find new ways of working.  Three concepts are important 
in the context of Dubai’s schools; these are described below in Figure 1.

A focus on innovation does not preclude the recognition of some enduring principles 
that should characterise excellent school education. While perceptions of the future 
included advanced integration of technology, several of our thought leaders explained 
that education must remain a human experience and argued that relationships are 
essential to the learning process. One commented: ‘It’s very clear that in schools 
which are really successful every young person is known well, has a clear relationship 
with an adult.  They know they are being known, that they are valued for being known 
and they’re supported to succeed. Another said: ‘children learn from humans much 
better than they learn from machines  ...  human relationships, human contact, is 
essential’.

Enduring principles also include a sense of identity and an understanding of the 
distinctive cultural and linguistic features of each place on the planet. In the context 
of the UAE, this requires schools, regardless of the specific curriculum, to celebrate  
cultural diversity as represented among its students. In the five case study schools, 
Arabic culture and language were integrated into school life in the following ways:

• 	   school-wide recognition of Ramadan and other important holidays specific 
to other religions represented at the school  
•	    Assemblies conducted in Arabic

How schools can support innovation

Focus on holistic learning

Grow student engagement & voice

Build partnerships to support the future of education

FIGURE 1: HOW SCHOOLS CAN SUPPORT INNOVATION

1 - HOLISTIC LEARNING 

THE ENDURING IMPORTANCE OF HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS AND RESPECT FOR LANGUAGE AND CULTURE. 
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Some of the thought leaders argued against 
a simple binary juxtaposition of knowledge 
and skills. We found the same approach in 
the case of schools which typically valued 
and encouraged both knowledge and skills. 
The ability to apply skills and knowledge13 
was highlighted as particularly important. 
One of our thought leaders commented on 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
13  See for example, Perrotta et al, 2010; Jones et al, 2012

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
14  See the multiple writings of Carol Dweck in particular for more information on growth mindset

SKILLS, KNOWLEDGE AND PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT. 

Students in the schools shared the above perspectives. The skills and knowledge they 
indicated necessary for the future included collaboration, problem solving, application 
of knowledge, local and global citizenship, tolerance, workplace awareness, and 
teamwork which all point to the need for integrating personal development skills into 
the curriculum.  Pupils in some schools also showed awareness of growth mindset14.
When asked about the future, aspirations included engineering, medicine, computer 
programming, fashion design, law, science, astrophysics, nuclear engineering, and 
journalism. In addition, they expressed the need to be well-rounded at the end of 
school.  One pupil said: ‘it’s not all academic, it’s emotional and social wellbeing, 
because that’s what is needed for the future’. 

Each of the Dubai schools we visited demonstrated a strong value-driven ethos.  In 
all cases this permeated every aspect of school life through the behaviour of staff 
and students as well as through the delivery of curriculum and opportunities provided 
to students. One teacher said: ‘The value system is present in any kind of education 
being imparted’.  Another teacher commented: ‘We are providing students with an 
atmosphere where there is trust between teachers and students’. Pupils in all schools 
agreed, saying the best things were ‘teachers, friends and ambience. 
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•	    dedicated days of the school calendar where only Arabic is spoken 
•	    parents are supported to learn Arabic 
•	    school and classroom displays show written Arabic 
•	    local culture, religion and language built into curriculum topics (such as the 
integration of Arabic language, Islamic education and UAE social studies within 
the school curriculum).
•	   exhibitions 
•	 partnerships with Arabic-language schools 

The only way of insulating 
our children from uncertainty 
is by giving them a broad 
and balanced curriculum.’ 

- Global Thought Leader

‘ 

the current and continued importance of knowledge in education: ‘When students 
can’t read something it’s usually not because they can’t decode it, it’s not that they 
lack the skill of getting a main idea of the text; what they lack is the background 
knowledge of what the text is describing that is essential to making sense of the 
paragraph’.

Many of our thought leaders and the teachers in the case study schools defined 
future skills very broadly. In addition to the skills needed for academic excellence, non-
academic skills including social-emotional learning, wellbeing, positive education and 
holistic education were also highly valued.  Another education expert said: ‘Schools 
will need to focus more seriously on 21st century skills like critical thinking, social 
and emotional skills, and skills required for civic-mindedness like empathy, fraternity, 
responsibility to others, environment and sustainability. 

‘ We used to learn to do the work, now learning is the work.’
- Global Thought Leader
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A thought leader in education innovation, talking of the need to engage pupils said:  
‘    Learning  needs to build from the needs, interests and motivations of students’. 
The five schools prioritised the need to create flexible and adaptive teaching and 
learning environments and to ensure that these were offering an individualised 
education where all could succeed.  They did this through a variety of mechanisms 
including the use of technology.  For example, understanding of self was developed 
through student self-assessment using e-portfolios. These were a way for students 
to record their work, goals, achievements, reflect on their learning and receive 
feedback from teachers and other mentors.   

Other ways that the schools created flexible and adaptive teaching and learning 
environments were through the incorporation of values and ensuring a broad offering 
that included high academic standards, purpose and relevance. The teachers 
emphasised the importance of authenticity. In their words, it was about going 
’beyond the text books  ...  to empower kids to face real-life problems and come up 
with solutions’.  

In the case study schools teachers were often thinking radically about how to 
organise learning and teaching. Flipped classrooms15 to enable deeper learning 
experiences were a favoured pedagogical approach during school visits. The experts 
who participated endorsed this approach.  One teacher said: ‘I am impressed by the 
potential of flipped learning  …  the content could be differentiated according to the 
individual. … the data analytics that the teacher has means that by the time kids 
come to class having done the prior instruction the teacher is able to organise who 
sits where around their need and their learning’.  A teacher in one of the case study 
schools explained how this pedagogical approach was useful because it provided an 
opportunity for sharing, extending learning, assessment (formative and summative), 
feedback and identification of gaps in knowledge.  The fact that this could all be 
done in real time was largely due to the relatively sophisticated IT systems in place 
in the schools. 

The increasing importance of technology was universally accepted in our schools 
and among our experts, some offered cautionary advice.  An international education 
expert and writer, in his comments, recognised the vital role of the teacher as a 
leader: ‘remember that the teacher  is  the more responsible person in the room, they 
are an authority on some things, they are the stewards of civil conduct and behaviour.  
They are responsible for caring relationships, empathy and emotional development 
among young people.  They are builders of their communities and in an era of reality 
TV and 24-hour Twitter, these thing as a society will become more pressing.’ 
________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

15 The flipped classroom is where the typical lecture and homework elements of a course are reversed. Short video 
lectures are viewed by students at home, while in-class time is devoted to exercises, projects or discussions.

REAL WORLD EXPERIENCES FOR ACTIVE, BROAD AND EQUITABLE LEARNING  
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The five Dubai schools were adept at working within the confines of set curricula 
while enriching the required curriculum with tailored offerings intended to appeal to 
students.  This allowed the schools to ensure interesting, engaging and useful learning 
opportunities for all levels of ability and special needs.  One of our expert witnesses 
also emphasised the need to meet individual needs and linked this to the learning 
power of technology: ‘Education needs to become more adapted to the needs of all 
children. In formal settings, this will entail moving still further towards meeting the 
diversity of all students’ learning needs. This will require well-trained teachers and in 
some cases instruction through computer adaptive technologies which adjust the level 
of instruction to the level of the student.’

Most of the schools visited were large, with between 2,500 and 5,000 pupils on 
roll.  Some structural adaptations were needed to ensure the smooth running of large 
schools such as split timetables with learning in shifts.  There were also hierarchical 
structures to ensure passing of information up and down the school.  This was 
important because of an increasing focus on student voice. Allocating groups of 
staff and students with duties and responsibilities, including responsibilities for 
innovation, was commonplace.

Some adaptations were more about looking after others.  Structurally this included 
the use of space to ensure happy and comfortable learning environments, to provide 
specialist facilities for subject areas of groups of learners, and to encourage healthy 
life and learning habits.  

Of note in most schools was student involvement in innovation and design projects 
and competitions.  One such project had arisen from a partnership with a local 
university and involved students solving global problems through design and innovation.  
Students talked enthusiastically about special roles they were given.  The leader 
of one such group explained that: ‘I try to give students a platform to showcase 
their innovative ideas and try to encourage them to do their best’.  Reflecting the 
national agenda, in two schools groups of students across year groups had been 
given specific responsibility for happiness and wellbeing amongst their peers via the 
student council. 

Educational research literature suggests the need to make connections of different 
types to reduce isolation of schools; for example, connections between learners, 
employers, communities, higher education organisations, families and other schools16. 
Overwhelmingly, the education experts we interviewed endorse this point.  For some 
the emphasis for the future should be on developing parents as partners.  One said: 
‘The school is sort of base camp, enabling parents and communities to be active 
participants in the learning.’  Partnership with industry and business were also cited 
as important.  Another explained: ‘These kinds of partnerships can help to break 
down the arbitrary boundaries created between academic and vocational pathways 
and skills’.   

In the case study schools, partnerships were an important part of the approach 
to enriching the educational offer.  One school made it a priority to engage ‘less 
academically-oriented’ oriented students through a vocational course which had 
inbuilt external links with industry and other educational providers. The same school 
had forged other partnerships to provide elements of the International Baccalaureate 
to challenge the highest achieving students. In another school the headteacher talked 
about the vital importance of:

•	 sports and other extra-curricular competitions between schools locally, 
regionally and internationally
•	 connections with local and regional business and industry, higher education 
(or vocational and technical education) providers, 
•	 partnerships with local and international organisations to offer wider range 
of opportunities for staff and students
•	 the school owner/sponsor to engage in these networks and make the most 
of the opportunities and resources.

Such opportunities were enriching for both staff and students.  One teacher said: 
‘Only last week I went to a teaching and learning and innovation presentation where I 
had to present what we do in our school. We shared some really good practices and 
different apps that we could use in class, so it’s really supportive’.

2 - STUDENT ENGAGEMENT AND STUDENT VOICE 

3 - ENCOURAGING PARTNERSHIPS TO SUPPORT EDUCATION IN THE 
FUTURE FOR THE FUTURE

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

16 See for example, Facer, 2011; Hampson, Patton & Shanks, 2012; Allison et al 2015; Blank et al, 2009
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It is clear that schools for the future need to be different in many ways to the 
schools of yesterday. This paper has identified various aspects of the direction that 
this future might follow. While the future remains uncertain, what becomes apparent 
is that the rate of change and the nature of change will depend on how a series of 
tensions are resolved. Education systems are large and multi-layered and this may 
mean proponents of radical change come up against resistance.

Government authorities such as KHDA and school leaders have a duty of care to each 
and every student to encourage them to fulfil their potential. The future of education 
is a learning journey and as new research comes to light about what works in various 
settings, education leaders need to continually adjust their approach to enable their 
students to attain their academic goals and to flourish as good people.

In this study, three tensions were identified that need to be navigated. These are:

1.	Balancing prescriptive curricular and holistic education 
The schools we visited were able to align a focus on academic results for university 
entry and the delivery of detailed curricula with a focus on positive education.  
Sometimes packed curricula can lead to teachers and students rushing through 
content. KHDA’s support of a move towards positive education aims to encourage 
the development of student wellbeing as a primary objective of schools. For this 
to occur, teacher wellbeing is important as well. Teaching is key in establishing the 
relationships that foster wellbeing in students. How will schools foster the wellbeing 
of their teachers so that they can have authentic relationships with their students? 
How can schools balance positive education with the attainment of excellence in 
academic results?
    

2.	Balancing individualised and standardised assessment    
Many education systems, and Dubai’s private schools are no exception, are reliant on 
large-scale end-of-school examinations to determine where students will continue 
their studies after they complete their schooling. Such high-stakes examinations can 
encourage a focus on ‘teaching to the test’ and over-reliance solely on curriculum 
material. Future employment, on the other hand, will increasingly demand critical 
thinking, creativity, collaboration, and a deep immersion into particular topics. How 
can education organisations encourage breadth of learning opportunities?  How will 
students work in all areas be assessed, including the use of individualised assessments 
such as student portfolios that highlight individual strengths?17

Final thoughts

THE FUTURE OF EDUCATION | A FOCUS ON DUBAI

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

17 Graham Brown Martin, Learning Reimagined.

3.	Balancing negative effects of technology on students and the positive use
of technology for learning 

Tablets, laptops, YouTube videos and newer forms of technology such as augmented 
reality and virtual reality are enabling new opportunities for students to learn. The 
focus here has been on the effective use of technology for improved student learning 
outcomes. While useful, it is only part of the answer. Over-dependence on technology 
or issues related to age-appropriateness of particular applications can have negative 
consequences. There is a tension here between the effective use of technology 
and the impact of that technology on students. Just as advocates for public health 
have adopted nutrition guidelines for healthy eating and exercise, so too can digital 
nutrition guides be developed to promote the best use of technology that maximises 
the benefits for students. How then can digital nutrition be introduced as a concept 
to inform students of the balance between their positive use of technology and 
understanding its potential negative impact?
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