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Children in Dubai and the UAE 
are leaps ahead of their global 
counterparts. Classrooms are often 
naturally diverse, teaching children 
the first lesson of global co-existence. 
A future-forward government 
ensures that strategies keep pace 
with the emerging technologies 
of the Fourth Industrial Revolution 
(4IR). The UAE is also signatory to 
global agreements on the issues 
of our times, including those on 
implementing the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals and 
on alleviating climate change. 

Dubai offers a variety of curricula, 
allowing parents a wide choice of 
streams for their children. However, 
it is time to move beyond the set-
piece structures that these provide. 
Our research shows that today’s 
education needs to adapt and evolve 
to an end result that is not summed 
up in a report card but by better 
equipping children with the skills 

they will need to thrive and succeed 
in an uncertain future.  

As the sum of human learning 
expands, the means of imparting 
this knowledge requires educators 
to re-imagine the traditional and 
challenge the conventional by giving 
children choices to explore themes, 
expand interests, and discover new 
technologies to determine the routes 
they want to take to reach their full 
potential. There is a need to move 
away from standardised testing that 
focuses on a transfer on information 
instead of the ability to retain and 
apply learning. 

What do the global citizens of 
tomorrow need? Sustainability, 
entrepreneurship, wellbeing, an 
open mindset, decision-making 
skills, and digital literacy are at the 
core. Children of both Generation 
Z and Generation Alpha, at various 
stages of their educational journeys, 

are digital natives, and respond well 
to pathways tailored to their needs 
and preferences. 

The history of education shows 
that educators from the time of 
Martin Luther, who spoke up for 
universal education in the 16th 
century, to Maria Montessori, who 
spoke of experiential learning in 
the 20th century, have concerned 
themselves with this topic. In each 
epoch, educators have made it 
their business to ensure that both 
the content and methodology 

of teaching keep pace with 
contemporary developments.  

This needs all stakeholders of 
education in Dubai and the UAE, 
including the regulator, to develop 
places of learning that put the child at 
the centre and build the educational 
journey around the child. It’s time 
for the Dubai model of education, 
which can become the benchmark 
for cities concerned with creating 
global citizens who are proud of 
their heritage, and who enrich their 
communities in cohesion. 

Preparing our children to be citizens of the future

As the sum of human learning 
expands, the means of imparting 

this knowledge requires educators 
to re-imagine the traditional and 

challenge the conventional
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KEY FINDINGS
UAE Future of Learning 2022 survey by Citizens School Dubai

Creative thinking (91%), mental 
wellbeing (91%), and confidence (90%) 
are the top skills parents believe are 
important to a child’s future success

87% say digital literacy is critical for 
children’s future success

84% say resilience is an important skill for 
the future

84% believe entrepreneurship is crucial 
to a child’s future

Beyond the quality of education, parents would 
like to see the following introduced by schools:
- Community involvement (41%)
- Outdoor learning spaces (41%)
- Equal learning opportunities (40%)
- More field trips (38%)
- Onsite sports facilities (36%)

Decision making (56%), public speaking 
(49%), and money management (48%) are 
the top three skills parents believe should 
be taught in schools

46% of parents would like to see 
entrepreneurship being cultivated 
by schools

Parents believe these technologies will have 
the most impact in the future:
- Artificial intelligence / virtual reality (69%)
- Crypto (54%)
- Metaverse (54%)
- Blockchain (50%)
- NFTs (47%)

Resilience (12%), inclusivity (14%), and 
entrepreneurship (19%) are the lowest ranked skills 
parents believe kids are gaining from education

41% say schools should provide alternative 
learning pathways beyond exam-based teaching
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CHAPTER 1

A history of learning
The Middle East is considered the cradle 

of civilisation, a region where the 
Mesopotamian and Egyptian cultures 
flourished almost simultaneously 
between 3000 and 1500 BCE. 

In these civilisations – as it was in 
North China, the Indus Valley, the Maya, 

the Aztec, or the Inca – education and 
literary accomplishment were considered 
indispensable to human society1. 

In ancient Egypt, children learnt science, 
medicine, mathematics, and geometry 
in formal schools, and earned vocational 
skills such as architecture, engineering, 
and sculpture outside school1. 

While reading and writing were 
taught, rote learning, exact copying, 
phonetics, and memorisation were the 
tools employed in many civilisations, 
particularly those reliant on oral 
transmission of knowledge and history. 

Tools of learning included graphics, 
parables, catechism to teach logic, 
astronomy, and the rules of grammar1. 

As societies progressed, early childhood 
education has continued to evolve 
with influential figures in each epoch 
contributing to the standard curricula 
being followed. As generations of human 
learning get ready to be transmitted to 
the next cohort, how children are  
taught becomes as important as what is 
being taught.  

Today’s vibrant education scene includes 
many country-specific curricula. Also 
gaining popularity among a cross-
section of students are the International 
Baccalaureate (IB), the General Certificate 
of Secondary Education (GCSE), and 
the International General Certificate of 
Secondary Education (IGCSE). 

As generations of human 
learning get ready to be 
transmitted to the next 

cohort, how children are 
taught becomes as important 

as what is being taught
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Any discussion on early childhood 
education concerns itself with the way 
children are taught, rather than only with 
what is being taught. From rote learning, 
and learning via copying complex text, to 
interactive question-and-answer sessions 
and learning by doing, humanity has tried 
and tested various methods. The future of 
learning is incredibly rich with possibility. 

In Dubai, and in the wider UAE, which 
is home to people of more than 200 
nationalities, parents grapple with the 
choice of curricula that will answer the 
learning needs of a global citizen. With 
more than 50 different varieties, there 
is a lot to choose from2. The learner in 
Dubai has exposure to many cultures 
at a young age – from languages to 

cuisines and cultural practices. At the 
same time, with one foot in the future, 
planning 50 years ahead, the young 
nation is ready to take the lead in 
creating global citizens whose future 
career may well be to address issues 
that affect humanity. The pace of 
technological growth, climate change, 
and conquering space, while ensuring 
peace, prosperity, and food security for 
humans, are emerging as vocations that 
transcend boundaries. 

Keeping this in view, the UAE leadership 
launched a national programme 
in 2015 to integrate innovation and 
entrepreneurship into the the curricula of 
both public and private higher education 
institutions in the country3.

The pace of technological 
growth, climate change, 

and conquering space, 
while ensuring peace, 

prosperity, and food security 
for humans, are vocations 

that transcend boundaries
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John Locke
The English philosopher and physician 
believed children are shaped by their 
experiences. His 1693 treatise 'Some 
Thoughts Concerning Education' was the 
most important philosophical work on 
education in England for over a century.

1632 - 1704

John Amos Comenius
(Jan Komensky)
The Czech author of 'Didactica Magna' 
is considered the Father of Education. 
He believed children are born with a 
natural craving for knowledge and that 
schools beat it out of them.

1592 - 1670

Jean-Jacques Rousseau
The Genevan philosopher and writer 
was an early advocate of 
developmentally appropriate 
education. His description of the stages 
of child development mirrors his 
conception of the evolution of culture. 

1712 - 1778

Nationalised education
Catherine II of Russia attempted to 
nationalise education in 1786. 
Alexander I implemented a system 
of free education controlled by the 
state, which led all the way through 
to the university level.

1786

Mandatory schooling
Prussia was among the first 
countries to introduce compulsory 
primary education. In comparison, in 
France and Great Britain, compulsory 
schooling was not enacted until the 
1880s. King Frederick the Great of 
Prussia implemented compulsory 
attendance, training for teachers, 
national testing, and a prescribed 
national curriculum for each grade.

1787

Kindergarten (The Garden of Children)
German educationist Friedrich Fröbel 
(1782-1852) coined the word Kindergarten 
for the Play and Activity Institute he 
founded in 1837. He designed educational 
play materials known as Fröbel Gifts, which 
included geometric building blocks.

1837

First public Kindergarten in US
Susan Blow, an American educator who 
opened the first public Kindergarten in 
the United States, was known as the 
Mother of the Kindergarten. Students 
learned from games and songs that Blow 
translated from Fröbel's original German. 
They played with shaped blocks, papers, 
and clay, tried weaving and modelling, 
and grew seeds in an outdoor garden.

18731870 - 1952

“We should not teach children the 
sciences; but give them a taste for them.”

Martin Luther
The German reformer and 
scholar was a strong 
proponent of universal 
education. Today's importance 
of reading education can be 
partially attributed to him.

“There is frequently more to be learned from the 
unexpected questions of a child than the discourses of men.”

1483 - 1546

Maria Montessori
The Italian physician and 
educator stressed the importance 
of children learning about things 
they are interested in. She saw 
that children must be respected 
in order to be taught.

John Locke

Jean-Jacques Rousseau

“It is necessary that the child teach 
himself, and then the success is great.”

Maria Montessori
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Education in Britain
The first statutory National 
Curriculum was introduced by 
the Education Reform Act 1988 by 
Kenneth Baker. The Programmes 
of Study were drafted and 
published in 1988 and 1989, 
with the first teaching of some 
elements of the new curriculum 
beginning in September 1989.

IGCSEs were introduced in 1988 
and are internationally recognised 
qualifications. Candidates can 
sit IGCSE examinations all over 
the world. Similar to GCSEs, 
they are perceived by some as 
academically more rigorous, and 
for this reason have recently been 
adopted by over 300 independent 
schools in the UK.

The International Baccalaureate 
The International Baccalaureate 
Diploma Programme (IBDP) 
is recognised throughout the 
world as a comprehensive 
and challenging high school 
curriculum. Ten member 
schools of the International 
Schools Association created 
the International Baccalaureate 
Organisation in Geneva in 1963.

From 1963 through 1969, working 
parties consisting of both 
university and secondary school 
teachers devised the syllabi and 
prepared a set of examinations 
that were first administered on a 
trial basis in 1969. 

Today, the International 
Baccalaureate (IB) offers a 
continuum of international 
education through four 
challenging, high-quality 
educational programmes for 
students aged 3 to 19.

Education in India
Building on a foundation set 
up in pre-Independence India, 
the Central Board of Secondary 
Education was reconstituted in 
1962 to make its services available 
to various educational institutions 
in the country and to meet the 
educational needs of students 
who had to move from state to 
state. By  1963-64, the Board had 
436 affiliated schools from 16 
states and one Union Territory. It 
also included one school in Tehran, 
Iran. The number of affiliated 
schools crossed the 3,000 mark in 
1990, adding more schools in other 
countries. CBSE today has more 
than 20,000 affiliated schools. 

Education in the United States
Over the years, Americans have 
been influenced by a number of 
European reformers, among them 
being Pestalozzi, Herbart, and 
Montessori. The first American 
schools opened in the 17th century. 
Boston Latin School was founded 
in 1635 and is both the first public 
school and oldest existing school 
in the United States. The first free 
taxpayer-supported public school 
was opened in 1639. By the year 
1870, all states had tax-subsidised 
elementary schools.

The Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA) was 
introduced in 1965 to help low-
income families get education. It 
benefits schools in buying new 
and better materials and updating 
facilities. It also created school 
lunch programmes to help kids 
get a meal for the day.

The No Child Left Behind Act 
2001 was introduced to sustain 
the ESEA. It makes schools 
accountable for their teaching 
efforts. To be funded, schools have 
to test and be adequate in their 
progress. Many oppose this Act, 
saying that it focuses too much on 
standardised testing.

President Obama passed the 
Preschool for All Initiative in 2013 
to create high-quality preschools 
nationwide. It promotes access to 
education for children under the 
age of four.
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What is your view of education as it 
is imparted today, and how do you 
think it should evolve?

Dubai and the UAE are unique in 
the education space because there 
are 200 nationalities living here 
and seeking the best potential 
education stream for their children. 
This is being provided by schools 
that impart set-piece curricula from 
various countries.

The current education system 
only focuses on one pathway – 
examination. An examination is 
simply the transfer of information 
from teachers to students. They are 
qualified based on their scores from 
standardised tests. The higher you 
score, the more you know.

The problem is this model doesn’t 
work anymore. The job market is 
becoming more fluid. Jobs that we 
may see in 10 years probably do not 
even exist yet. According to data, 
40% of nursery-aged children today 
will have to be either self-employed 

or entrepreneurs.
Therefore, schooling needs to 
become more experienced based. 
Whether it is from doing yoga or 
taking care of greenhouse plants, it 
needs to focus more on enhancing 
a child’s entrepreneurial passions. 
Every child and human being 
develop differently, which is why 
standardised testing should be a 
thing of the past.

How will you find teachers who 
can break the mould and achieve 
this shift?

At Citizens School, we don’t call our 
educators ‘teachers’. Instead, we call 
them mentors. A child who owns a 
mobile phone knows more than a 
teacher simply from browsing and 
surfing the internet. 

So, the true role of a teacher is to 
bring structure into the learning 
process – depending on the age. 
Teaching shouldn’t exist anymore, 
because when you say ‘teaching’, it 
means you have a finite and fixed 
set of information that you are 
transferring to the child. However, 
by mentoring, you are providing 
them with the direction and the 
ability to use all information around 
them effectively. 

Our mentors have to buy into this 
educational lifestyle. Once you 
embrace your passions, you will 
no longer be afraid to be creative 
and innovative. We are setting up 
an education research and teacher 
training facility as an open platform 

for research in education intended to 
develop new methodologies.

We also have a Wellbeing Centre 
that will act as a diagnostic and early 
intervention centre for children with 
learning difficulties who are initially 
incapable of integration into the 
system. The Centre will train learning 
support assistants to provide 
academic and non-academic 
support to any child who requires it. 
The training and research will also 
enhance the programmes for the 
gifted and talented.

How do you see the mentors 
preparing children for the future?

We impart the skill sets that are the 
most foundational and influential in 
terms of potential. As time passes, 
some skill sets may become relevant 
than others, so we need to remain 
flexible. There will always be skill sets 
that will not change, especially skill 
sets that improve mindset. So, you 
have your core skill sets, and then 
you have relevant skill sets and those 
in terms of future evolution.

Does that mean traditional 
curricula and examinations  
are out the window?

We are not throwing 100 years 
of education practices away and 
creating a new way. In our opinion, 
the examination pathway and 
standardised testing will end at 
some stage, but it is still recognised 
today. Citizens School follows the 

British Curriculum, but we believe 
that it is not the only pathway. We 
integrated six more pathways – 
Global Citizenship, Sustainability, 
Entrepreneurship, Mindset, Health 
and Wellbeing, and Digital Literacy, 
following the regulations set 
by the Knowledge and Human 
Development Authority for schools 
in Dubai.

Our research and experience in new 
educational methodologies will pave 
the way to engage with all education 
stakeholders in Dubai and the UAE.

We are creating a holistic approach 
to the development of each child. 
Our learners are trained from an 
early age to make decisions, and we 
created these different pathways 
to build the Citizens Academies, 
including various sports like 
swimming, basketball, and football. 
On the entrepreneurship side, we 
created Citizens Ventures to impart 
skill sets from an entrepreneurial 
perspective. We have also created 
funds that will support the start-ups 
that come from the children’s ideas. 

We have received significant support 
from the KHDA – they have gone 
out of their way in supporting us 
not only from a licensing angle but 
also by guiding us toward what 
is the minimum they perceive as 
required for a new type of school to 
be successful.

INTERVIEW | HISHAM HODROGE 
 CEO, Citizens School Dubai

An educational journey with the child at its centre
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CHAPTER 2

The future of learning
In an increasingly globalised world, the future 
of learning is under discussion by organisations 
such the United Nations, the World Economic 
Forum (WEF), and The Government Summit, 
among others. 

Starting with the child’s first years of 
education, learning is a way of 
preparing for the future. But what is 

this future going to be like? 
While the accelerated pace of 

technological change 
is the most visible 
aspect, other trends in 

how humans will 
continue to live 

and work 

need to be factored in. Rather than focusing 
solely on the effects of automation, a holistic 
look at key trends shows that environmental 
sustainability, urbanisation, increasing 
inequality, political uncertainty, technological 
change, globalisation, and demographic 
changes will influence how we live and work.  

The oft-cited idea that our children will be 
employed at jobs that may not even exist today 
makes the work of the educator – and the 
parent – that much more difficult. Even as the 
fusion between human and automation take 
centrestage in the era of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution (also called 4IR, or Industry 4.0), 
thinkers find that “human-centric” education 
could be the way forward. 

The aim is to 
empower children 

with not just 
knowledge but 

also the skills they 
would need to 

meet challenges
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WEF’s report ‘Catalysing Education 4.0: 
Investing in the Future of Learning for a 
Human-Centric Recovery’ re-imagines an 
educational landscape, which “leverages 
technological and pedagogical innovation to 
put learners at the centre of learning.” 

To tap into the human potential inherent in 
children has long been the goal of educators 
through various eras. Less than a century 
ago, in 1946, educator Maria Montessori 
said: “Children acquire knowledge through 
experiencing the environment.”4 

While what we seek from education may have 
remained the same, there are key differences 
not only in what is being taught, but also in 
how it is being taught (“learning to learn”4), and 

how it is being assessed (continuous  
“self-assessment, peer-assessment, and 
qualitative assessment”). 

At the same time, the new thinking has 
grown to recognize how humans excel, thus 
emphasising cognitive and creative skills that 
may have taken a back seat earlier. 

Research shows that the foundational skills 
needed for the future are actually what 
makes humans human – critical thinking, 
communication, planning, and flexibility are 
listed as crucial.   

In the UAE, early childhood education has 
always been in focus. This is aligned with the 
future-centric policymaking that the country 
believes in. March 2021 saw the launch of the 
global ‘World Early Childhood Development 
(WED) Movement’. The aim is to put children at 
the centre of strategic action for the future and 
empowering them with not just knowledge 
but also the skills they would need to meet 
challenges, take change in their stride, while 
contributing to community development5. 

In 2022, the UAE appointed Her Excellency Sara 
Awad Issa Musallam as the Minister of State for 
Early Education and Chairperson of the Federal 
Authority for Early Education, as a means of 
focussing on the importance of building a 
child’s personality, which requires acquiring 
basic skills from the first early stages6.
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In a world that’s increasingly 
unpredictable, what in your opinion 
prepares the student of today for 
the jobs of tomorrow?

The development of skills and 
competencies that will help them 
to adapt to any job – either today 
or tomorrow. Citizens’ mission is 
focused on ensuring all its learners 
develop the entrepreneurial life skills 
that will support students for the 
future, whatever the role.

Which aspects of a curriculum 
do you think must continue to be 
taught and which aspects are 
best updated?

The curriculum should be reviewed 
on a regular basis – at least 
annually. An evaluation and review 
of assessment enables a critical 
examination of the different ways 
that the curriculum interacts with 
students. The review attempts to 
answer a number of questions:
 

 ■ Is the curriculum still relevant and 

is it aligned to the mission and 
vision? Fit for purpose? 

 ■ What skills, dispositions, and 
competencies do the learners 
need?

 ■ What are the outcomes that are 
desired? 

 ■ Are we preparing students to 
thrive in an uncertain world? 

 ■ Are we focused on the whole 
child and not just their academic 
performance? 

 ■ Is there enough focus on digital 
literacy, wellbeing, and global 
citizenship?

How do you think teaching 
methods should be improved? 

Teachers all over the world do an 
amazing job. The process and 
outcomes have always been really 
clear. With COVID, however, not 
only has the world changed but 
so did our world views, our values, 
and how we learn. There are a 
variety of teaching methods, but it 
seems we are still employing rather 
traditional practices. 

We must encourage our students 
to take ownership of their learning, 
empower them to explore their 
passions and experience success 
as well as be able to deal with 
failure, seeing it as a meaningful 
step to improvement and 
subsequent success. 

The teacher today is not the only 
source of knowledge, and the role 
of the teacher must be to guide, 
facilitate, and support the student 

in accessing knowledge from a 
myriad of sources, extracting key 
information, and making sense of 
it; to be able to navigate and make 
decisions of the who, what, how, and 
why of the information. Learners 
need to be able to collaborate, 
negotiate, and use their persuasive 
skills to lead.

From your experience, what is 
the kind of curriculum that Dubai 
can take a lead on, given its 
multicultural demographic and 
economic vision?

Dubai is a progressive, future-
focused, and diverse emirate. It 
is important that Dubai takes 
a lead in the technological, 
creative, and innovative future and 
therefore any curriculum must 
focus on the development of the 
entrepreneurial, technological, 
and critical skills needed for the 
future. A curriculum that includes 
critical thinking, entrepreneurship, 
digital skills, robotics, coding, 
understanding of digital assets 
such as cryptocurrency and NFTs, 
as well as promoting creativity, 
global citizenship, and wellbeing.

As a leader in your field, how 
immediate do you think the impact 
of research can be in imparting 
education on a daily basis? What 
are your expectations from 
research? 

As an educator, I want to always 
make reference to and use 
research to ensure that we 
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are always making signif icant 
improvements in anything we do 
and we are at the cutting edge of 
learning and how we learn; utilizing 
the best of educational technology 
and the latest resources available 
to make sure our children are 
empowered to get the most out of 
their learning journey.
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Are UAE schools ready for the future?
THE UAE FUTURE OF LEARNING 2022 SURVEY
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In new research by Citizens School Dubai, the 
UAE Future of Learning 2022 Survey asked 
more than 1,200 parents in the country how 
they perceived the quality of education their 

kids were receiving. Respondents 
highlighted how the learning 

experience has evolved and 
highlighted opportunities 

for schools to better equip 
children for the future. 

The research shows a clear need for education 
to adapt and evolve by better equipping 
children with the skills they will need to thrive 
in a future that has the potential to be radically 
different from the past and the present. The 
results of the survey highlight the need for 
educators and institutions to re-imagine the 
traditional and challenge the conventional. 

Children need to be given choices: to explore 
new themes, expand their interests, and 
discover new technologies to determine the 
routes they would like to take to reach their full 
potential. Some of the questions the research 
seeks to answer are: 

l Which hard and soft skills are emerging  
as the most necessary ones in our  
children’s future?
l What technologies will drive the ability to 

function and earn in future?
l What role do extra-curricular activities 

play in a child’s development?
l How important is it to tailor the 

educational experience to the 
individual needs and passions of  

the learner?
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In an almost 180-degree departure from the traditionally 
perceived role of a school, parents believe decision making 
(56%) is the most important skill that education should 
cultivate, followed by public speaking (49%) and money 
management (48%). Entrepreneurship is also high on this 
list – with 46% of respondents emphasising the importance 
of this skill – in an era when a WEF report says 40% of today’s 
nursery-age children will have to make a living through  
self-employment or entrepreneurship.

Which of the following do you wish 
you had been taught at school?

*Opportunity for alternative learning pathways – e.g. beyond exams such as ALevels, GCSEs, IB

Decision making 56%

Public speaking 49%

How to manage money 48%

Self-care skills 48%

Entrepreneurship 46%

Learning through failure 44%

Career guidance 44%

Alternative pathways* 41%
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Creative thinking 91%

Mental wellbeing 91%

Confidence 90%

Social responsibility 88%

Digital literacy 87%

Environmental awareness 86%

Resilience 84%

Empathy 84%

Ability to retain information 84%

Entrepreneurship 84%

Taking exams/tests 80%

Inclusivity 79%

In another departure from 
traditional thinking, the ability to 
take exams and tests comes very 
low on the list of skills that parents 
believe are important for a child’s 
future success. Creative thinking 
is the most important skill a child 
needs to have for future success, 
especially in light of a report 
that says 85% of the jobs of 2030 
have not been invented yet19. 
Mental wellbeing and confidence 
round out the top three skill sets 
required, with digital literacy 
coming in at a high fifth place 
after social responsibility.

Which skills are most important for 
a child to succeed in the future?
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While schools in the UAE are 
perceived by parents to be doing 
a fair job cultivating confidence, 
creative thinking, and mental 
wellbeing, there seems to be a 
gap when it comes to resilience, 
inclusivity, and entrepreneurship. 
Respondents to the survey placed 
the latter three at the bottom of the 
list of skills that they believe schools 
are inculcating in children to make 
them future-ready.

Are children acquiring these skill sets 
in school today?
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Confidence

 Creative thinking

Mental wellbeing

 Digital literacy

Taking exams/tests

 Environmental awareness

Social responsibility

Ability to retain information

Empathy

Resilience

Inclusivity

Entrepreneurship
% of respondents who said Much Better than Expected or Somewhat Better than Expected

58%

58%

58%

58%

57%

55%

55%

54%

51%

49%

43%

58%
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Beyond the quality of the education 
they impart, schools need to 
inculcate future-ready skill sets in 
children through the introduction of 
various facilities that may be absent 
today. The top five picks by parents 
are revealing, as they strongly 
emphasise extra-curricular learning 
activities such as sports, field trips, 
and community involvement. These 
have the potential to make children 
acquire social responsibility and 
learn from experiential activities 
instead of rote or book learning.

What do parents want a school to 
introduce to complement education?

FOREWORD
Dr. Adil Al Zarooni
Founder, Citizens School Dubai

KEY FINDINGS

CHAPTER 1
A history of learning

INTERVIEW  | Hisham Hodroge
CEO, Citizens School Dubai

CHAPTER 2
The future of learning

INTERVIEW  | Kephren Sherry
Head of Primary,  
Citizens School Dubai

CHAPTER 3
Are UAE schools ready for the 
future?

l What do you wish you had 
been taught at school?

l Which skills are most 
important for a child’s future?

l Are children acquiring these 
skill sets in school today?

l What should complement 
education in a school?

l Which technologies will most 
impact the future?

INTERVIEW  | Chris Birch
Year 6 Mentor and Assessment 
Coordinator, Citizens School

CHAPTER 4
Should the UAE develop a 
global curriculum?

INTERVIEW  | Hanane Spiers
Parent of a learner at Citizens 
School Dubai

REFERENCES

METHODOLOGY

Community involvement/links/connections 41%

Outdoor learning spaces e.g., garden, play areas 41%

Equal learning opportunities 40%

More external visits/away days/field trips 38%

Onsite sports facilities 36%

More diverse student and staff community 29%

Flexible drop off and pick up times 26%

Onsite catering facilities 18%

Longer opening hours 15%

Better parking 15%
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AI/VR

Crypto

Metaverse

Blockchain

NFTs

% of respondents who said Extremely Well and Somewhat Well

How well is your child's education and learning 
experience preparing them for new technologies?

AI/VR

Crypto

Metaverse

Blockchain

NFTs

69%

54%

54%

50%

47%

% of respondents who said High Impact or Somewhat Impactful

47%

40%

36%

37%

39%

Which technologies will have the 
most impact in the future?
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Just 20 years ago, the most exciting emerging 
technologies were wearable devices, robots, genetics, 
and drones. We’ve come a long way since then, and 
parents are aware of that. As many as 69% of the survey’s 
respondents say artificial intelligence and virtual reality 
will be the most impactful technology in the future. 
Crypto, metaverse, blockchain, and NFTs are close behind. 
As a first mover in the adoption of technology, Dubai and 
the UAE have already implemented all these technologies 
in real-world applications. Schools need to catch up.
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What is the most exciting aspect of 
your role in Citizens School? What 
are you looking forward to?

When I joined Citizens School, 
it was my hope that I would be 
a part of something a little bit 
unconventional. For so long, I’ve 
wanted to push the boundaries of 
a so-called traditional education 
system. It has been a difficult 
transition in terms of mindset after 
working in a very particular way for 
more than a decade. 

Citizens offers the opportunity to 
think outside the box and bring 
something completely unique to 
the table. It is a whole community 
of students, parents, and staff 
who are ‘re-imagining education’ 
together. We have a responsibility to 
build a curriculum that excites and 
engages our learners, and to let the 
wider community know what we 
are doing here that is so different 
from anywhere else in the UAE. I’m 
looking forward to a time when I 
hear people talking about Citizens 

School in public and being able to 
proudly say, ‘I work there!’

How do you find the UAE 
experience of teaching and 
learning different from global 
schools, given its unique, 
multicultural demographic?

After 10 years in Dubai, I know that 
I have been incredibly lucky to have 
been a part of one of the fastest 
growing education sectors anywhere 
in the world. The population of the 
UAE has tripled in the last 20 years 
and has had to respond to an influx 
of expatriates looking to make their 
homes here. 

The education sector has not only 
had to provide schools for these 
additional students but has had 
to respond to global demands to 
export highly trained and highly 
skilled workers.

From this viewpoint, my job has 
shifted dramatically from the one I 
had in the United Kingdom. In the 
early years of my career, the learners 
in my class came from a five- to 
ten-mile catchment area, and would 
often go to a secondary school in the 
same area before entering higher 
education at a UK university. 

Today, working at Citizens School, 
our catchment area is as far and as 
wide as you can imagine and the exit 
points for our learners are infinite. 

Digital native children can be leaps 
ahead in being familiar with the 

digital world compared to adults. 
What has been your experience?

Our current cohort of learners, 
also known as Generation Alpha, 
have only ever known a world with 
interactive screens. As a child of the 
90s, I could only have imagined what 
it would be like to be able to touch 
a screen and have the access to the 
world that our children do today.

With each generation, our children 
demand more at their fingertips. As 
mentors, we have a responsibility 
to equip ourselves with the latest 
knowledge and training that can 
facilitate this growth. No one can 
really imagine what the world will 
look like in 20 years, but we can 
prepare kids to meet the needs of 
tomorrow. 

We can begin to innovate and 
develop prototypes of the solutions 
that the next generation of children 
will need in their lives. It is their 
world to mould and make better 
for Generation Beta. Our role today 
is to provide opportunities for our 
children to explore the world they 
live in; identify the issues of today; 
and unlock the skills that will be 
needed to solve them. 

What would you like to change 
about how you were educated, and 
what would you like to retain?

One thing that has stayed 
consistent is the standard and 
level of care provided by mentors. 
Admittedly, ‘back in my day,’ there 

was a large focus on textbooks and 
copying text from the whiteboard 
(or chalkboard) and although I don’t 
feel like this did me any harm at 
all, it is not an appropriate medium 
with which to facilitate learning 
in today’s world. Education over 
the past two or three decades 
has become overly prescriptive 
and in becoming so, has not only 
neglected to meet the needs of all 
learners but has stifled creativity.

A misleading myth has permeated 
our culture for too long: that only 
the most academic children will 
be successful. In a world full of 
dotcom millionaires, YouTube 
sensations, sporting heroes, 
and blockchain architects, we 
need to start thinking differently 
about how and what we teach. 
Importantly, however, we should 
ensure the same old-fashioned care 
from mentors. There is no better 
resource in our classrooms.
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As the economic centre of the world shifts eastwards, 
analysts say “the UAE is ideally placed to be a bridge 
and a centre”7. Dubai and the UAE remain an 
attractive place for the best of global talent. 

A growing population – Dubai’s population has 
grown from 183,187 in 1975 to 3,478,300 in 2021 – is a 
testament to this8. Estimates say that the number of 
Dubai residents is expected to touch 5.8 million by 
2040, while the day-time population will reach 7.8 
million in 20409. The Dubai 2040 Urban Masterplan 
envisages increasing the land area allocated to 
education by 25% to cater to a diverse population 
from over 200 nationalities. 

Currently, children in the UAE have a wide choice in 
the educational curricula they can choose to follow. 
Options range from International Baccalaureate to 
country-specific curricula from the US, UK, India, etc. 
However, given that the Dubai and UAE governments 
have always given an extremely high priority to 
educating the children in the country using the most 

CHAPTER 4

Should a multi-ethnic UAE develop 
its own global curriculum?

increase in the land area 
allocated to education in the 

Dubai 2040 Urban Masterplan

25%
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effective and forward-looking methods available, 
it is necessary for schools here to cater to the  
unique demographic. 

Strategic foundation
The strategic and visionary foundation has 
already been laid for an education system that 
provides students with the skills required for the 
22nd century and become global citizens, while 
keeping local values intact.

For instance, May 2022 saw the establishment of 
the Federal Authority for Quality and Standards 
of Education affiliated to the UAE Cabinet, to 
be responsible for measuring the educational 
outcomes, student performance, and the 
efficiency of the educational process10.

In June 2022, the Emirates Schools Establishment 
announced the launch of ‘Ajyal Schools’, a new 
model for government schools, to obtain more 
advanced learning outcomes that combine the 
national curricula with international ones11.  

 A regional centre of learning
Dubai is considered the best city in 

Middle East for student life. 
The 2023 edition of the QS 
Best Student Cities Ranking, 

which tracks the world’s 
most student-friendly 

locations, positions Dubai as a city with a rich 
cultural heritage and diversity. The city not only has 
its own schools but also provides the opportunity 
to enroll at the branch campuses of multiple global 
schools and universities12.

In the Arab world, the UAE occupies a leadership 
position. Member countries of ALECSO, the Arab 
League’s Educational, Cultural, and Scientific 
Organisation, founded in 1975, have unanimously 
chosen the UAE to head the Permanent Committee 
for Arab Culture14. ALECSO provides information on 
all aspects of education, culture, and science in and 
on Arab countries13. 

Private schools in Dubai, regulated by the 
Knowledge and Human Development Authority 
(KHDA), have set standards of education based on 
international best practice. In April 2022, the number 
of students attending Dubai private schools topped 
300,000 for the first time ever15. 

According to new data from KHDA, UK curriculum 
schools (35%) remain the top choice for students 
followed by Indian curriculum (26%) and US 
curriculum schools (16%). Students studying in 
private schools represent a total of 187 nationalities. 
Dubai currently has 215 schools providing 18 
curriculum choices15.   

Prioritising wellbeing
Dubai and the UAE enjoy an early-mover advantage 
in developing global citizens who are part of a 
multicultural community right from the start. In one 
example, KHDA’s prioritising of the wellbeing of all 
stakeholder groups within its ecosystem of private 
schools has been the focus of an OECD study titled 

students attend 
private schools 
in Dubai, as of 
April 2022
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“OECD Review of Wellbeing Policies and 
Practices in Dubai’s Private School Sector.” 
The report describes how KHDA not only 
prioritised wellbeing but created a Dubai-
centric definition of the term, “deliberately 
embraced the diversity of the sector,” and 
focused on an organic approach to the goal. 

The report says: “Through its multiple data 
collection tools, KHDA has also built one 
of the richest education-related wellbeing 
datasets in the world, covering self-reported 
data on students’ and staff’s social and 
emotional states and physical health.”16

As a leader in education, serving its unique 
demographic, it is but natural that Dubai 
and the UAE take the lead in developing 
a globalised curriculum that embraces 
the future. As the community becomes 

more long-term oriented, the need for 
schooling that meets the demands of the 
unique demographic is felt more than ever. 
Diversity is an advantage that needs to be 
embraced and celebrated.  

Transcending the traditional
This advantage is now being underlined 
by new private sector entities such as 
the Citizens School, which places great 
emphasis on child-led experiential learning, 
with ‘mentors’, rather than ‘teachers’. This 
approach takes into account the fact that 
Gen Z and Gen Alpha are digital natives, 
surrounded by technology, social media, 
mobile devices, computers, and the internet, 
from the moment they are born. 

It is now more likely than ever that a child 
in Dubai shares key characteristics with 

someone their age in other global urban 
centers17 such as Delhi, Beirut, or Boston. 
Digital literacy, access, and connectivity have 
become foundational elements. The global 
citizen mindset is that of an entrepreneur, 
focused on health and wellbeing. A school 
needs to focus on empowering sustainable 
global leadership for tomorrow. 

Experts say the role of schooling has 
transcended teaching, which is essentially 
the transfer of a fixed and finite set of 
information to the child. Instead, schools 
need to provide direction and the ability to 
use available information effectively18.

The school of today needs to necessarily 
have one foot in the future. The answer 
may lie in having a fully-fledged research 
unit as part of the institution, where new 
methodologies for teaching and testing 
can be discovered and implemented, using 
data generated both internally as well as 
externally. This ensures that educators not 
only implement new methodologies but 
also continue to develop them.

students in Dubai schools 
opt for the UK curriculum
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How do you think the learning 
needs of your child in the UAE 
are unique, given the country’s 
multicultural demographic and 
economic vision?

Children growing up in Dubai are not 
like children growing up around the 
world because Dubai is probably the 
most forward-thinking city on earth, 
with an economic vision that sees 
a future the simple mind cannot. 
Education plays an integral part 
in ensuring the city’s vision comes 
to life amongst the multicultural 
demographic. 

It is vital that different learning 
needs are met, ensuring our children 
have the best foot forward to follow 
their dreams, their passions, their 
creativity, to continue to be curious 
and to experiment whilst being agile 
and resilient to the world of their 
future and the challenges that we 
still cannot envision. 

Our children need to be taught 
the best skill sets to become the 

visionaries and entrepreneurs of 
the future – the skill sets that give 
them the opportunity to fail with 
learning, to try again without fear 
of judgement, and to be the best 
version of themselves.

Have these needs been adequately 
met by the schools with which you 
have been familiar in the past? 
What would you say needs to 
change?

With the wide variety of schools to 
choose from in Dubai, it is easy for 
a parent to go for the ‘brand name’ 
and hope for the best. We tried a 
‘reputable brand’ of schooling and 
although the education was good, 
there was no room for growth as an 
individual. The same factory-worker 
syndrome of education was being 
created in our child as it had been 
in our time. This is not the future; 
this is not what we want our child to 
grow up in. 

A system that is rigid about going 
into a classroom and being told 
what to do, how to think, and how 
to present work does not allow 
a child’s mind to remain curious 
and creative and to challenge 
themselves. This is not the future of 
education and it’s definitely not the 
future we wish for our child.

Why did you opt for Citizens School 
for your child?

Citizens School entered our 
world like a breath of fresh air by 
presenting the concept of the 

education of the future, an education 
re-imagined. I believe this allows 
children to be imaginative and 
inquisitive whilst being interested 
in getting the knowledge they need 
to be accepted in the world of now 
while also building the skill sets to be 
the children of the future, a future 
we can only prepare them for by 
learning to manage themselves. 

As parents, we want our child’s mind 
to never lose the ability to question, 
try, adapt and persevere. That 
way, they are not force-fit into the 
system of ‘this is how it is’ but rather 
encouraged to imagine ‘this is how I 
want it to be’ and work towards it.

Digital native children can be leaps 
ahead in being familiar with the 
digital world compared to adults 
around them. What has been your 
experience in this?

Children born into this digital world 
are exposed to technology from the 
get-go. Whilst their minds are still 
free and open to learning without 
the hindrances we adopt as we 
grow up, they are happy to press 
any button and ‘figure out’ the 
next steps in the digital world. As a 
child continues to grow within the 
digital world, the education they get 
through being self-taught, watching 
others and actually learning digital 
skills further enables them to 
become the digital natives they are.

What would you like to change 
about how you were educated, and 
what would you like to retain – in 

terms of both what was taught and 
how it was taught?

Education needs to be beneficial to 
living in this ever-changing world. 
Basic education should remain in 
terms of reading, writing, and math, 
etc up until age 8-10. After this, 
children’s strengths, weaknesses 
and passions should be identified 
and developed in a sustainable and 
supportive way. 

The classroom should remain but 
should not be the go-to place day 
in and day out. Educators should 
use different spaces on different 
days for the morning routine. The 
different approach of giving children 
the responsibility of presenting 
how school is going instead of the 
traditional ‘parents evening’, is a 
great way to inculcate independence 
and responsibility. These types of 
learning methods should be retained 
and developed further.

INTERVIEW | HANANE SPIERS
 Parent of a learner at Citizens School Dubai

“Let’s inculcate independence and responsibility”
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METHODOLOGY
The findings presented in this paper are based on 
the results of the UAE Future of Learning 2022 survey 
conducted by YouGov for Citizens School Dubai. The 
findings were put into perspective with contextual 
research and interviews by White Paper Media 
Consulting. Infographic and report design is by White 
Paper Media Consulting.

Survey design
Online interviews were conducted by YouGov using a 
structured quantitative questionnaire. The survey was 
administered to 1,243 respondents in the UAE in both 
English and Arabic between 1 and 9 June 2022.

Demographic

Location

Gender

Age group

Employment Monthly income

16%

71%

7% 6%

Abu Dhabi Dubai Sharjah Other
Emirates

56%
44%

Male Female

1%

32%

50%

17%

18-24 25-34 35-44 45+

84%

16%

Working Not working

15%

17%

22%

20%

16%

9%

Up to AED 5,000

AED 5,001 – AED 10,000

AED 10,001 – AED 20,000

AED 20,001 – AED 40,000

AED 40,000+

Not specified

Nationality

42%

36%

16%

3%

3%

Asian

Arab

Emirati

Western

Other
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