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Abstract  
This policy brief summarizes the results of the study “Future Scenarios for 

Education in the GCC Countries,” led by the Regional Center for Educational 
Planning (RCEP) in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). It describes some of the 
key challenges currently affecting the education sector in the GCC countries 
(ESGCC), as well as the key trends it will face over the next 15 years. The 
policy brief also presents macro- and micro-policy recommendations 
designed to address existing challenges and respond to future assumptions 
that were created based on a trend analysis. 

Introduction and Methodology 
In times of growing complexity, volatility, and rapidly changing 

circumstances, governments are increasingly responsible for creating and 
implementing forward-looking policies that are sustainable, agile, and 
resilient. It is therefore crucial for today’s policymakers to examine trends and 
drivers in society and understand their potential future implications when 
formulating policies. 

To ensure that citizens develop the knowledge, skills, and values necessary 
for future changes in society, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries 
are preparing for the future by implementing forward-planning policies. 
Between 2010 and 2020, the GCC member states created long-term national 
development plans: Bahrain’s 2019–2022 Government Action Plan and 
Economic Vision 2030, the Kuwait Vision 2035, the Saudi Vision 2030, the 
Oman Vision 2040, and the UAE’s Vision 2021 and 2071 Centennial Plan. 
Each of them include detailed ambitious goals and highlight education as a 
fundamental pillar of goal achievement. 

In order to support these future goals and visions, the RCEP, an institution 
with the mandate to produce and disseminate educational knowledge across 
the GCC, conducted a future foresight study titled “Future Scenarios for 
Education in the GCC Countries” (RCEP, 2021). The study explored strategic 
choices for educators and decision-makers in the GCC to strengthen the 
sector’s preparedness to navigate future uncertainty and complexity. In this 
The study was based on a five-step future foresight approach. The first step 
was directed at defining the focus for all subsequent activities.  
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The following four areas were focused on 

1. Education System. 
2. Innovation and Technology in Education. 
3. Labor Market Needs. 
4. Wellbeing and Individual Learning. 

In the second step, the status quo was assessed, current challenges and 
opportunities were derived, and relevant future trends and drivers were 
identified. In the third step, the identified trends were analyzed in light of the 
existing challenges and opportunities in order to creatively develop future 
scenarios and portray future implications, which were then addressed in the 
fourth step by identifying strategic directives and formulating concrete 
strategic recommendations. In the fifth and final step, the implementation of 
these recommendations in strategic planning activities was discussed, and 
tangible initiatives were developed in the form of future roadmaps. 

To obtain informed answers to the research questions, a mixed research 
methodology was adopted, which involved collecting and analyzing 
qualitative and quantitative data. Throughout the five steps, seven focus 
groups and two surveys were conducted with educational experts and 
policymakers from the GCC member states, Lebanon, and Jordan. This policy 
brief summarizes the key findings and recommendations from the study, 
including relevant insights from quantitative research findings, namely those 
of Survey I.1 The qualitative results of Survey II and the seven focus groups 
were used throughout the five steps of the future foresight process to identify 
and validate relevant focus areas, challenges facing the ESGCC, and trends 
and future drivers through expert insights. The detailed methods and 
outcomes can be reviewed in the study Future Scenarios for Education in the 
GCC Countries (RCEP, 2021).  

 

 

 

 

 
1 Survey I was conducted in September 2020 with the goal of reviewing and rating 17 challenges that 
had been  identified by secondary research. Respondents were asked to rank these challenges’ 
relevance to the ESGCC. In total, 46 responses were collected from education experts across the GCC.  
The challenges described in section 2 of this report, “Insufficient Translation of Innovation Inputs into 
Education Outputs,” “Unemployment in the GCC,” and “Missing Resources to Address Mental 
Wellbeing,” were not included in Survey I, as they are either supported by official data or were identified 
after Survey I had been conducted. 
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Findings  
The Status Quo 

Since its formation in 1981, the GCC has put significant efforts into its 
economic and social development, which has been especially visible over the 
past decade in the development of the member states’ national visions and 
agendas (Shkvarya & Frolova, 2017). The sustainability of this transformation 
is expected to heavily rely on the provision of quality education. The GCC 
aims to diversify its economies, reducing its dependency on oil revenues and 
strengthening its transition to knowledge-based economies. Part of this 
process requires improving the education infrastructure and quality of 
education through a variety of initiatives, as described in the countries’ 
national visions. 

This focus on strengthening education is especially crucial considering the 
large share of youth in the GCC region’s population, commonly referred to as 
the “youth bulge.” In 2016, the share of the population (nationals and non-
nationals) under 25 across the GCC countries was 34% in the UAE, 35% in 
Bahrain, 40% in Kuwait, 46% in KSA, and 50% in Oman (Oxford Business 
Group, 2016). This demographic pattern presents a challenge to the regional 
education sector and labor market, as the region’s future stability and 
wellbeing will increasingly depend on opportunities provided to its youth 
today. As such, this highlights the need to establish policies that will provide 
the conditions for the region’s youth to thrive, starting with quality education. 

The second step of the future foresight approach assessed the region’s 
status quo and future outlook. Relevant challenges facing the education 
sector of the GCC countries were identified and validated by the participants 
in Survey I. They are described in the following sections, grouped under the 
four defined focus areas. These challenges offer an opportunity for 
governments to take action, as governments design and implement policies 
for the education sector. 

1. The Education System 

Shortage of Skilled Teaching Staff 

Despite the implementation of major reforms to improve teaching 
standards across the region, the ESGCC still tends to have a shortage of 
skilled teaching staff. In Bahrain, pre-primary and tertiary segments are in 
need of more qualified teachers, as are Oman’s private schools. In addition, 
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Oman’s teaching staff is in need of further skills training, while Kuwait has 
been grappling with ensuring adequate qualifications for its teachers (GFH 
Financial Group, 2020). The negative impact of these challenges on the 
quality of education in the GCC region was rated very relevant, fairly relevant, 
or relevant by 80.4% of the 46 education experts who participated in Survey 
I.  

Non-Achievement of International Assessment Targets 

Despite efforts by the GCC region’s education policymakers over the past 
years, the countries tend to underperform in international assessments 
(National Foundation for Educational Research International, 2018). From 
the GCC countries, only the UAE and KSA participated in the 2018 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). For each of the 
three assessed categories,2 the UAE ranked in the third quartile and KSA in 
the fourth (Schleicher, 2019). In the international assessment Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) conducted in 2019, 
KSA, Oman, and Kuwait ranked among the lowest 25% and Bahrain and UAE 
among the lowest 50% in both assessed categories3 (Mullis et al., 2019). 

Among the participants in Survey I, 87% described the non-achievement of 
the international assessment targets set by each country as a very relevant, 
fairly relevant, or relevant future challenge for the GCC countries, as it 
indicates a misalignment between stakeholders and an unclear regional 
vision. Participants additionally questioned whether the methods currently 
used to assess educational outcomes still correspond to the required skills: 
82.6% of participants saw this as a highly relevant, fairly relevant, or relevant 
challenge for the ESGCC. 

Missing Shared Understanding of Quality Education 

Although the GCC nations have developed an extensive set of initiatives to 
strengthen education, the abovementioned examples demonstrate that the 
region is still hindered by the lack of a commonly shared understanding and 
definition of quality education. These latter two elements are required for a 
holistic response to Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4,4 which the GCC 

 
2 The three assessed categories were reading, mathematics, and science. 
3 The two categories were mathematics and science knowledge, which were assessed in the fourth and 
eighth grades. 
4 In 2015, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development with the aim of achieving sustainable development for all. This agenda included 17 SDGs, 
with SDG 4 aiming to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 
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countries have committed to. The participants in Survey I shared this 
perception: 78.3% deemed the challenge of not having a shared vision of 
quality education as very relevant, fairly relevant, or relevant to the ESGCC. 

2. Innovation and Technology in Education 

Insufficient Translation of Innovation Inputs into Education Outputs 

Over the past two decades, the GCC governments have worked to 
accelerate the application and usage of innovation and technology, including 
in the education sector. However, progress made by each of the region’s 
countries varies considerably, as shown in the 2020 Global Innovation Index 
(GII) results, which take into consideration innovation inputs and outputs. The 
GII 2020 ranked the UAE as 34 out of 134 countries, which is the highest in 
the region. The UAE is followed by KSA (rank 66), Kuwait (rank 78), Bahrain 
(rank 79), and Oman (rank 84) (Dutta et al., 2020). The rankings provide 
insight into countries’ preparedness to support their education systems with 
digital infrastructure, which is essential to preparing learners for a future 
technology-enabled world, including the international labor market.  

Additionally, the results of the 2020 GII show that the GCC countries 
obtained significantly poorer scores in innovation outputs (knowledge, 
technology, and creative outputs) than in innovation inputs (e.g., human 
capital, research, infrastructure, and institutions) (Dutta et al., 2020). This 
indicates an inefficient usage of available resources. It is therefore not 
sufficient to measure the technological and innovation-related inputs into the 
ESGCC; instead, it is essential to understand their correlation to improved 
educational outputs. 

Accelerated Growth of Virtual Classrooms and E-Learning 

Driven in part by the COVID-19 pandemic, education systems in the GCC 
countries have increasingly adopted alternative teaching methods, leading to 
a growth in e-learning as a fundamental condition for access to education. 
However, the nature of the pandemic necessitated fast action, forgoing 
testing phases of newly established infrastructures, applied tools, or 
processes. Nor was there much room for an analysis of e-learning’s pedagogic 
quality. Seventy-two percent of participants in Survey I felt that technologies 
in education increase the interaction gap between students and educators as 

 
opportunities for all” (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs [UN DESA], n.d., para 
1). 
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well as among students, rating this challenge very relevant, fairly relevant, or 
relevant. Since e-learning in the GCC countries has a projected growth of 10% 
between 2020 and 2024 (Technavio, 2020), it is an area that requires 
continued, thorough evaluation and attention. 

3. Labor Market Needs 

Lack of Education Sector’s Alignment with Labor Market Needs 

Rapidly changing economies pose a considerable challenge to traditional 
education and training systems. They can create gaps between labor market 
demand and supply, particularly in terms of skills, capabilities, and knowledge 
(Bandelli, 2017). Another challenge is related to the automation of labor, as 
existing jobs will disappear while others are expected to radically change. It is 
projected that by 2030, up to 45% of jobs across the five members of the GCC 
may be automated (aus dem Moore et al., 2018). The GCC nations have a 
technical automation potential5 of 41–45% (aus dem Moore et al., 2018). 
Therefore, education systems in the GCC need to train students in skills that 
will be useful in the future. 

The GCC education sectors will need to account for changing labor markets 
and labor automation and consider what human qualities, skills, and 
capabilities will be required in the future. Historically, there has been a lack of 
coordination between employers and the education sector (Shediac & 
Samman, 2010), in the GCC. In Survey I, 76.1% of respondents, identified the 
missing coordination between employers and the education sector as a very 
relevant, fairly relevant, or relevant challenge for the ESGCC. 

Unemployment in the GCC 

According to World Bank data, youth unemployment in the GCC states is 
particularly high compared to overall unemployment rates, as shown in Figure 
1 (World Bank, 2020a, 2020b). 

 
5 Automation potential describes the percentage of existing work activities that are already 
automatable by today’s standards. 
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Figure 1. Share of Total Unemployed vs. Share of Unemployed Youth (15 to 24 years) in the GCC in 2019, 

by Country 
 
Note. The data is from Unemployment, youth total (% of total labor force ages 15–24) (modeled ILO estimate) - the Middle 
East & North Africa by World Bank (2020a); copyright 2021 by World Bank, and from Unemployment, total (% of total labor 
force) (modeled ILO estimate) by World Bank (2020b); copyright 2021 by World Bank. 

 

The relatively high youth unemployment figures across the region are 
related to, among other areas, the previously described discrepancy between 
skills taught by the education sector and those that are actually needed by 
employers (Shediac & Samman, 2010). These figures are partly the result of 
certain structural characteristics, such as reservations about certain jobs (e.g. 
vocational work) and protective labor regulations and laws (World Economic 
Forum [WEF], 2014).  

Public vs. Private Sector 

According to relevant stakeholders6 that were engaged by the WEF in a 
series of conversations around Arab employment in 2013 and 2014 (WEF, 
2014), the current education sector prepares young GCC nationals for public 
employment. This leads to a disconnect between future graduates’ skills and 
actual labor market demands. The stakeholders also stated that GCC 
nationals may benefit from training in soft and social skills as well in 
vocational and technical skills relevant to private sector employment. As a 

 
6 The stakeholders included leaders from business, government, civil society, and academia. 
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result, GCC nationals are often employed in the public sector, while non- GCC 
nationals almost exclusively work in the private sector (Gulf Labour Markets, 
Migration, and Population Programme, 2019). It seems that the private sector 
in the GCC countries actively hires non-nationals. On the other hand, GCC 
nationals generally prefer public sector employment, because it offers a set of 
incentives that render private sector employment unattractive (WEF, 2014). 
Of the educational experts who took part in Survey I, 65.2% thought that this 
situation was a very relevant, fairly relevant, or relevant issue in the ESGCC. 
In the long term, this condition poses a risk for the region, as it makes it heavily 
dependent on foreign labor to maintain the countries’ economic productivity 
(Shediac & Samman, 2010). 

4. Wellbeing and Individual Learning 

Missing Resources to Address Wellbeing 

Physical, mental, and digital wellbeing of individuals can significantly 
impact their learning and vice versa (Michalos, 2007). The GCC governments 
are recognizing the importance of students’ and teachers’ wellbeing and have 
launched diverse initiatives to improve it, such as the Positive Schools 
network in the UAE (Ministry of Education UAE, 2018), which implements 
concepts of positive education, and the initiative “Bareec” in Kuwait (Bareec, 
2021) which was designed to train teachers to incorporate positivity in the 
classroom. However, in order to place the topic on the region’s education 
agendas, develop a holistic and integrated approach and roll out initiatives on 
a larger scale, more human, physical, and financial resources are needed 
(Buente et al., 2016).     

Missing Understanding of the Impact of Digitalized Education on Wellbeing 

Given technology is increasingly present in everyday life, each GCC country 
has implemented digitalization initiatives in line with their respective national 
visions. In highly digitalized environments, the issue of digital wellbeing needs 
to be addressed. While an increased use of technologies may enhance 
efficiency and support aspects of education, it can also be a distraction, offer 
a platform for abusive behaviors such as cyberbullying, and provide access to 
upsetting and inappropriate content. These factors need to be considered, 
especially when developing technology-related policies.  

The education sector in the GCC has developed and implemented 
innovative projects to protect students from potential negative 
consequences. These initiatives include the launch of the Emirati initiative 
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Child Digital Safety (National Program for Happiness and Wellbeing, 2019), 
the establishment of a UAE Council for Digital Wellbeing in 2020 (United 
Arab Emirates Government Portal, 2021), and a conference on the dangers of 
the digital world held by Kuwait (United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2017), among others. Despite these 
initiatives, the statement that the education sector does not understand how 
digital transformation can impact the wellbeing of individuals and how related 
issues must be addressed was rated very relevant, fairly relevant, or relevant 
by 67.4% of the Survey 1 respondents. This indicates that the initiatives 
planned at a governmental level may not yet have been fully implemented 
across all educational institutions. 

The Future 

Following the analysis of the ESGCC’s status quo and as part of the second 
step of the study, exploratory research was conducted to identify future 
trends and drivers of change expected to impact the world and the global and 
regional education sector over the next 10 to 15 years. Table 1 groups and 
lists the most relevant mega-,7 macro-, and micro-trends8 that have or are 
expected to have a key effect on the GCC region and its local education 
system between 2021 and 2035. These trends must therefore be closely 
considered in the policymaking process. 

 

Mega-Trend Macro-/Micro-Trends 

Information 
Society 

Big Data 
Data 
Visualization 

Data Science 
Real-Time 
Information 

Data Privacy 

Cryptography Cybersecurity    

Open Minds and 
Borders 

International 
Collaboration 

Cross-Border 
Education 

Cross-
Governmental 
Education 

Decentralized 
Education 

 

Knowledge 
Society 

Knowledge-
Sharing 

Indigenous 
Knowledge 

Co-Creation   

Increasingly 
Fragile Planet 

Sustainability Climate Change Zero Waste Bioethics 
Space 
Colonization 

New Learning 
Principles 

Competency-
Based Learning 

Work-Based 
Learning 

Experimental 
Learning 

Personalized 
Learning 

Bite-Sized 
Learning 

 
7 Mega-trends, also called drivers, are global and long-lasting trends that take years to develop. Many 
can be predicted with high certainty decades before they emerge. 
8 Macro- and micro-trends are dependent on mega-trends and of a shorter duration. 
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Mega-Trend Macro-/Micro-Trends 

Gamification in 
Learning 

Transformative 
Learning 

   

Human 2.0 
Artificial 
Intelligence 

Machine 
Learning 

Robotics Automation Phygital9 

E-ducation 

Digital Schools 
and Classrooms 

Cloud Schools 
Digital Learning 
Platforms 

Visual Learning 
Blended/ 
Hybrid 
Learning 

Digital 
Credentials 

Micro-
Credentials 

On-demand 
Learning 

Virtual 
Coaching 

Remote 
Learning 

Self-
Improvement 

Up- and 
Reskilling 

Learning to 
Learn 

Lifelong 
Learning (LLL)  

Peer-to-Peer 
Learning 

Self-Directed 
Learning 

Entrepreneurial 
Education 

Education Hubs Agile Learning 
Innovation 
Education 

Impact 
Education 

 

The New Citizen 
Global 
Citizenship 

Nomadic Work 
Culture 

Changing Life 
Courses 

Universal Basic 
Income 

 

Digital Life 
Digital 
Transformation 

Digital 
Wellbeing 

Smart 
Wearables 

Smart Gadgets  

Future Work Gig Economy Job Disruption War for Talents  Skills Gap Remote Work 

Enhanced 
Environments 

Virtual Reality Mixed Realities 
Smart 
Environments 

Smart Glasses  

 
Table 1. Grouped Mega-, Macro-, and Micro-Trends with Expected Effects on the GCC Region between 2021 and 

2035 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
9 The term “phygital” is a combination of the words “physical” and “digital.” It describes the concept of 
using various technologies to bridge the physical and digital worlds in order to create immersive 
interactions for the user. 
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Recommendations 
Based on the findings from the status quo and the future trend analysis in 

step two of the future foresight process, the third step developed four future 
scenarios that describe potential alternative visions for the education sector 
within the next 10 to 15 years. The full scenarios and their analysis, as well as 
the respective future roadmaps that were developed in step five, can be 
reviewed in the study Future Scenarios for Education in the GCC Countries 
(RCEP, 2021). The recommendations outlined in this chapter, organized into 
three themes, were developed as part of the study’s fourth step to address the 
challenges described and address and capitalize on the trends identified. 

Changing Learning Experiences 

The current education system was designed for the industrial age; 
therefore, it does not equip learners with the knowledge, skills, and abilities 
to function in the digital age. In order to close this gap, the future education 
system is expected to create learning experiences that incorporate a variety 
of advanced technologies, center on the learner, allow personalized 
approaches, and ensure the wellbeing of all stakeholders. 

Assumption 1: Learning experiences will become more personalized 

Most learners are still confronted with standardized forms of learning 
experiences in terms of learning methods, pace of progress, and content. In 
the future, learners will demand more personalized options that best serve 
their interests, strengths, and needs. This affects what, how, and when 
learners learn. 

Macro-recommendations: 

• Change the currently applied one-size-fits-all approach of 
education systems to a modular one. 

• Design education systems in such a way that they are geared 
toward and revolve around the learner, and not the other way 
around. 

Micro-recommendations: 

• Design personalized learning maps for each learner, based on their 
individual interests, strengths, and needs. 

• Offer different modes of learning to accommodate different 
learning types (e.g., visual, aural, verbal, physical, logical, social, 
solitary learning). 
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• Enable cross-class learning to bring together learners who share 
the same level of knowledge and mastery of a skill, rather than just 
the same age.  

Assumption 2: Technology will be a key enabler for changing learning 
experiences 

Technology is expected to be one of the most important future drivers of 
change. Therefore, it is a key enabler of new and improved learning 
experiences. Technological advances will affect what learners study, how 
they learn, how they are assessed, and what tools learners and educators 
employ in the process. 

Macro-recommendations: 

• Prepare learning institutions to become more digitalized, thereby 
creating completely different learning and teaching experiences. 

• Enrich learning through gamification elements, cloud systems, and 
AI-enabled personalized support, to respond to the trend that 
large parts of learning will take place virtually, on-demand, and 
remotely. 

Micro-recommendations: 

• Create a valuable hybrid learning experience by establishing a 
balance between physical and digital learning, communication, 
and interactions between all involved parties (educators, learners, 
parents). 

• Incorporate a gamification approach into technology-enabled 
education during virtual and e-learning experiences in order to 
sustain the participation, interest, and motivation of learners even 
if there is no physical or direct interaction. 

• Use AI to customize learning experiences. 

Assumption 3: Learners will be able to choose from different learning pathways 

Because of advanced technologies, possibilities for employment and 
opportunities in life are becoming increasingly diverse. Combined with the 
modern understanding of human diversity, this means that one educational 
pathway no longer suffices to serve the multitude of different learners and 
nurture their personalities and strengths. 
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Macro-recommendations: 

• Design education systems that offer multiple LLL pathways to 
individuals, allowing personalized entry and exit opportunities 
into the labor or entrepreneurial market. 

•  Implement the usage of personal learner profiles, based on data 
about learners’ skills, strengths and weaknesses, interests, 
learning types, and physical attributes, among others, which 
support learners and educators in deciding on a specific learning 
pathway. 

Micro-recommendations: 

• Reduce the duration of compulsory basic education to leave room 
for each learner to follow their own, individual learning pathways. 

• Revise curricula for compulsory learning content by introducing 
content that can be selected by individuals based on their 
interests and future prospects. 

• Implement an AI-enabled system that facilitates the collection of 
relevant data to support learners’ choices regarding their future 
pathways, which should be based on learners’ interests, skills, 
abilities, areas of strengths and weaknesses, and future market 
needs.  

Assumption 4: The wellbeing of learners and educators will be given high priority 

The health status of an individual is generally assessed by their physical, 
mental, and social wellbeing. In the future, the wellbeing of educators and 
learners will be increasingly dependent on the major changes that are 
expected to shape the education sector, such as the increasing utilization of 
technologies and the adoption of new learning and assessment standards. 

Macro-recommendations: 

• Prioritize learners’ wellbeing to enable them to effectively 
contribute to their society and its economy, as well as their own 
welfare. 

• Design tools that enhance and monitor wellbeing, improve 
distance learning, involve learners and educators, and teach 
stakeholders about wellbeing. 
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Micro-recommendations: 

• Apply user experience (UX) methods to design learners’ customer 
journeys in order to identify moments when their wellbeing is 
negatively affected. 

• Extensively study the effects of distance learning on the wellbeing 
of all stakeholders during and after the COVID-19 pandemic and 
let the results influence future technology-enabled blended 
learning approaches. 

• Include learners and educators, who are the most important 
stakeholders in their own wellbeing, in defining future strategies. 

• Create evaluation frameworks that are regularly applied to 
understand learners’ levels of mental, physical, and digital 
wellbeing. 

• Design assessment frameworks that leverage learners’ strengths 
to reduce education-related anxiety. 

• Include character-building as a fundamental part of the curriculum 
at all learning levels to promote wellbeing. 

• Train educators, educational staff, policymakers, and parents in 
the topic of wellbeing to raise awareness, teach necessary 
competencies, and enable a collaborative approach. 

Assumption 5: The concept of teaching will turn into self-directed learning 

In the future, the learners will demand more autonomy in a self-directed 
learning approach. At the same time, this approach requires learners to be 
responsible for their own learning journey. The concept of a teacher standing 
in front of a class, giving a lecture to a group of quietly listening learners, is 
outdated. Learners absorb knowledge better when the learning process is 
interactive.  

Macro-recommendations: 

• Create a learning environment that enables learners to apply self-
directed learning by empowering them to make decisions on when 
to learn, what mediums to use, and how to organize and structure 
their own learning process. 

• Train teachers to become coaches and facilitators of their 
learners’ self-directed learning. 
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Micro-recommendations: 

• Educate learners on time management, self-reflection, problem-
solving, and critical thinking. 

• Train teachers to move from one-way knowledge transfer to a 
collective exploratory learning journey, placing the learner at the 
center of the decision-making process. 

• Incorporate the evaluation of a self-directed learning skill set in 
the assessment of learners, including the ability to set and achieve 
goals (willpower), apply self-awareness/self-reflection 
(mindfulness), and learn/unlearn/relearn (self-development). 

• Enrich learners’ education experiences through practical 
exercises such as experiments, field trips, real-life situations, do-
it-yourself activities, internships, and apprenticeships. 

Changing Educational Standards 

The second theme deals with how educational standards will change in the 
future. Many standards applied in present education systems are no longer up 
to date and do not take changes or future challenges into consideration. There 
is a need for new assessment standards, learning principles, and curricula to 
provide learners with a future-fit quality education. 

Assumption 1: Current assessment standards will be updated 

The practice of assessing learners on the basis of a diverse set of skills, 
capabilities, interests, strengths, and weaknesses is no longer compatible with 
modern pedagogical knowledge. Instead, assessments have to be holistic in 
nature and take into consideration the development of learners’ cognitive 
abilities but also their physical, emotional, spiritual, and social characteristics. 

Macro-recommendations: 

• Rethink the purpose of assessments and their methods so that 
they evolve beyond the process of grading learning outputs. 
Instead, they must take into consideration how learners use their 
knowledge and capabilities to change themselves as well as their 
society and its economy. 

• Broaden the spectrum of possible assessments modes, aligning 
them with the learning content and the individual learner. 
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Micro-recommendations: 

• Offer multiple forms of assessment, aligned with the assessed 
learner and learning content: oral, written, and observational. 

• Design an assessment framework that involves the assessment of 
capabilities instead of knowledge, such as the capability of 

o teaching others; 
o creating something; 
o collaborating with others; 
o persevering after failure; 
o solving real-life problems; 
o making use of search engines and data banks; 
o using technologies and digital tools to find solutions for a 

given task. 
• Define unambiguous metrics/indicators to measure elements that 

are important for the personal and professional growth of a learner, 
such as 

o behavioral traits; 
o values; 
o wellbeing; 
o creativity, innovation, and entrepreneurial spirit. 

• Design multiple assessment environments incorporating activities 
that are 

o experiment-based; 
o community-based; 
o business-based; 
o peer-to-peer-based; 
o team-based. 

• Create mechanisms to allow for continuous real-time assessments 
and feedback to enable learners to change their learning approach 
when a weak spot is detected. 

Assumption 2: The definition of quality education and plans to reach high-quality 
education standards will be reconsidered 

The GCC countries’ national visions include initiatives that aim to achieve 
higher levels of quality education. Currently, a clear and region-wide used 
definition for quality education does not exist.  
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Macro-recommendations: 

• Redefine the term “quality education” to focus on creating future 
impact and apply it across all GCC learning institutions. 

• Adapt curricula, delivery methods, and quality education 
assessment methods and standards accordingly, so as to ensure a 
real, sustainable impact of education on the cultural, 
environmental, social, and economic development of a country. 

• Educate teachers, staff, policymakers, and parents about the new 
understanding of quality education to create a fundamental shift in 
mindset in order to change the current traditional view on 
education, which is dominated by rote learning and teacher-
centered, front-of-class teaching. 

Micro-recommendations: 

• Release a region-wide official and clear definition of the new 
meaning of “quality education” to be applied by all learning 
institutions across the region. 

• Set new assessment standards for the quality of an education 
system that take into consideration the future impact of education 
on society, rather than the education system’s outputs or outcomes. 

• Define new metrics that estimate the future impact (on learners 
themselves or on society, the economy, or the environment) of a 
learner’s action with the help of advanced AI technologies. 

• Train all relevant stakeholders in line with this new understanding 
and the related implications of quality education to achieve a full 
change in mindset. 

Assumption 3: Education will become more transformative 

The concept of transformative education will replace the currently 
dominant but outdated transmissive education model and its practices.10 This 
includes shifting the focus from the educator to the learners, who become 
active creators of their own learning journey. 

Macro-recommendation: 

• Upskill teachers, enabling them to become coaches and facilitators 
of learning in order to effectively offer interactive experiences to 

 
10 Transmissive education follows a traditional view on learning and teaching, where the teacher and 
learning outcomes are the main focus. Transformative education, on the other hand, focuses on the 
learner, supports collaborative learning, and concentrates on the learning process rather than on the 
outcomes. 
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learners as the first step in the shift from a transmissive to a 
transformative education system. 

Micro-recommendations: 

• Formulate official standards for transformative education. 
• Upskill teachers to become facilitators of a learner-centered 

approach. 
• Create an evaluation framework to assess educators’ compliance 

with transformative education standards. 
• Design new delivery methods that stimulate experimental behavior 

and curiosity in a learner rather than providing them with ready-
made knowledge and learning content. 

• Utilize (digital) gamification approaches in learning experiences. 
• Use advanced AI technologies to create personal learning maps for 

each learner to support their short-term and long-term learning 
goals. 

• Design a learning plan based on learners’ unique strengths and 
interests, as well as the future requirements of labor markets. 

• Include real-life learning and global work experiences as obligatory 
elements in curricula. 

• Enable access to experimental labs and workshops for all learners. 

Assumption 4: Education systems will promote LLL 

The progress of advanced technologies constantly creates new work 
opportunities that require different skill sets. Other fields become redundant, 
for example due to automation. The idea that individuals receive a 
standardized education in one specific field and continue to work in this field 
until retirement is therefore outdated. The future labor market calls for 
lifelong learners who can reinvent themselves throughout their lives. 

Macro-recommendations: 

• Create structural frameworks that enable individuals to become 
lifelong learners who regularly upskill, both to remain attractive to 
the labor market and to nurture their personal curiosity.  

• Develop learners’ personal skills, motivation, and awareness to 
enable them to engage in LLL. This can be done by stimulating 
learners’ curiosity, teaching them that education does not end at 
graduation, and providing opportunities and incentives for LLL. 
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Micro-recommendations: 

• Nurture learners’ curiosity and motivation to learn from a young 
age to encourage children to become open-minded individuals with 
a natural desire to discover and learn. 

• Create educational content and programs within each field of 
interest for different age groups. 

• Change learners’ perception of graduation from an idea of 
graduation as an exit point of education into an idea of graduation 
as an entry point to further learning. 

• Design e-learning opportunities that can be used by individuals in 
parallel with work or family obligations. 

• Promote positive perceptions of academic pursuits and encourage 
corresponding academic activities. 

• Design and implement incentivizing mechanisms and schemes for 
learners of all ages to participate in educational programs, classes, 
or activities, potentially in collaboration with the labor market. 

Assumption 5: Education will focus more on the development of capabilities and 
skills than on the acquisition of knowledge 

The labor market is constantly changing. Therefore, equipping learners 
with standardized knowledge is no longer sufficient, as the content is likely to 
become obsolete or outdated. Instead, equipping a person with the right skills 
and capabilities enables them to be an agile learner who can adapt to future 
situations and requirements through self-directed learning whenever 
needed. 

Macro-recommendations:  

• Change the role of educators from holders of knowledge to 
facilitators of skills. 

• Develop assessment standards that focus on evaluating learners’ 
abilities to apply their developed skills and capabilities of solving 
real-life problems instead of just testing their ability to reproduce 
knowledge. 

Micro-recommendations: 

• Develop relevant skills and capabilities in order to equip learners 
with 
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o collaboration skills, creativity, entrepreneurial skills, and 
personal resilience so they can deal with the fundamental 
volatility, uncertainty, and ambiguity of the future; 

o systems thinking, problem-solving, and opportunity-oriented 
thinking in order to deal with the growing complexity of 
technologies and sciences; 

o processing and analytical skills, knowledge mapping, 
information hygiene, media literacy, and attention management 
to equip them to handle information and communications in the 
technology-rich world; 

o empathy, emotional intelligence, bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, 
naturalist intelligence, intrapersonal intelligence, and existential 
intelligence; 

o context-specific skills in order to become an expert in specific 
fields; 

o cross-contextual, intercultural, and interpersonal skills to enable 
them to work in diverse teams. 

• Advance different competency progression levels for lifelong 
learners and educators to set competency standards. 

• Develop respective delivery methods for the facilitation of skills 
and capability development. 

• Upskill educators to enable them to teach the newly defined skills 
and capabilities and apply the respective delivery methods. 

Changing Educational Environments 

The third theme examines changes in future educational environments. A 
quality educational environment for learners is essential to their overall 
educational success. In the future, relevant stakeholders (educators, future 
employers, and digital and data-informed structures at national, regional, and 
global levels) will shape the educational environment. 

Assumption 1: Education systems and labor markets will become educational 
collaborators 

Youth unemployment rates across the GCC region are high, which is 
partially caused by an existing skills gap. Due to a lack of communication and 
collaboration, educators and learners are often unaware of future market 
needs while employers struggle to find talents with the required skill sets. 
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Macro-recommendation: 

• Form agile collaborations with labor market stakeholders in order 
to transform employers into active and responsible contributors to 
education systems by equipping learners with the skills needed to 
become successful employees. 

• Develop learning content and methods influenced by these 
stakeholders’ insights. 

Micro-recommendations: 

• Create a legislative framework that includes the labor market as a 
key contributor to the ESGCC. 

• Design a collaboration plan for the Ministries of Education and 
Labor, defining a common vision, future objectives, and joint 
initiatives. 

• Build a regionally and globally functioning, AI-empowered digital 
dashboard that includes two elements: 
o a personal profile of the learner to showcase their previous 

experiences, interests, formal and informal education record, 
level of developed skills and capabilities, strengths and 
weaknesses, and current and past engagements, among others; 

o a collection of all relevant market information for educators and 
learners, fueled by labor market experts, corporations, and trend 
researchers. It will showcase skills and capabilities in high 
demand, thriving and declining industries and sectors, current 
trends affecting the labor market, and technology outlooks, 
among others. 

• This dashboard can be used as follows: 
o educators can use the information to adapt their curricula and 

learning plans based on projected future needs in terms of 
knowledge, experiences, skills and capabilities, and open 
positions; 

o private and public employers can actively participate in ensuring 
an attractive pool of future talent and employees with the right 
skills to be highly successful; 

o private and public employers can review individual learner 
profiles and contact promising talent;  

o learners can make relevant decisions regarding their future 
learning journey and contact potential employers based on the 
labor market outlook. 
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Assumption 2: Big data will increasingly impact education 

As education will become more technology-enabled in the future, major 
decisions are expected to increasingly be supported by big data and its 
artificially created analysis. This analysis will also enable sound decision-
making on future education policies and regulations, changes in curricula, the 
creation of learning experiences and learning maps, future pathways, and 
future sector outlooks. 

Macro-recommendations: 

• Enable education environments and stakeholders to understand 
and handle new technologies and systems needed to benefit from 
the opportunities offered through big data. 

• Raise awareness and develop prevention measures and action 
plans to ensure high levels of cybersecurity and data protection, 
which are essential to inhibiting data fraud and misuse. 

Micro-recommendations: 

• Delineate the usage of collected data and its relevance to the 
ESGCC’s decision-making process. 

• Introduce data collection instruments and mechanisms to gather 
relevant data through sensors, cameras, microphones, online 
behavior, GPS, and Internet of Things–connected devices, among 
others. 

• Ensure central server capacities to store large amounts of data and 
connect these with cloud storage. 

• Launch central data warehouse capabilities for GCC countries. 
• Establish regulations, guidelines, and strategies to ensure the 

ethical usage of data, cybersecurity, and data protection. 

Assumption 3: Education will evolve beyond borders 

Country borders should no longer constitute limits to education. 
Information and communications technology (ICT) will enable learners 
around the globe to connect with each other in order to maximize their 
learning inputs and their opportunities as citizens in the global labor market. 

Macro-recommendations:  

• Assure the ubiquitous provision, functioning, and usage of ICTs to 
enable learners to benefit from virtual exchanges with 
international learning cohorts living abroad as well as in the GCC 
countries. 
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• Create the required formal and technological structures and 
collaborative agreements with education systems around the world 
to enable learning institutes to create regional or global learning 
networks. 

Micro-recommendations: 

• Provide all learners with unlimited access to digital learning tools 
and ICT infrastructure to increase their ability to participate in 
remote learning and education-related activities and events. 

• Facilitate the usage of digital tools and ICTs for all educators and 
learners from a young age (over 2 years old), keeping in mind 
pediatric recommendations for screen usage. 

• Create a framework for hybrid learning experiences in which 
learners can physically meet with their local learning cohort teams 
while connecting digitally with their international ones. 

• Include advanced technologies to create immersive educational 
environments for international cohorts to make distance learning 
and collaboration feel more engaging and interactive. 

• Design cross-border curricula aligned across the participating 
countries to take into account national requirements and 
conditions. 

• Establish a regional authority that is responsible for all 
international educational relationships and collaborative activities. 

Assumption 4: Access to digital infrastructure will be ubiquitous 

One of the most dominant future changes within the education sector will 
be the shift to an all-encompassing digital infrastructure. Digital technologies 
will be available everywhere, in the form of IoT-connected tangible 
appliances, tools, gadgets, and wearables as well as intangible online offers, 
platforms, and general ICT. This holistic infrastructure will offer profound 
benefits to the education sector. 

Macro-recommendation: 

• Create an all-encompassing digital infrastructure by connecting 
currently scattered pieces of digitalized education. These include 
various digital gadgets and tools for different everyday tasks, 
currently used by many learners and educators. Connecting them 
will create a fully connected and functional learning environment. 
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Micro-recommendations:  

• Ensure universal access to a digital infrastructure for all learning 
institutes, educators, and learners to ensure education equality and 
inclusivity. 

• Include advanced technologies in the curricula to expand learners’ 
theoretical knowledge about a topic and enable them to apply the 
introduced technologies through case studies and experimental 
learning. 

• Stimulate the development of a digital mindset among all 
stakeholders to encourage them to embrace the benefits of 
technologies and be aware of potential problems. 

• Collaborate with other sectors, such as mobility, health, and 
construction, to create a digital infrastructure that connects 
learners and educators. 

Assumption 5: The role of teachers will change to facilitators of learning 

Modern teaching principles, such as the transformative view of education, 
include the self-directed learning of learners. Teachers therefore move into 
facilitator roles, supported by advanced technologies. This relieves them of 
the burden of administrative tasks and gives them more time to offer quality 
learning experiences. 

Macro-recommendation: 

• Reevaluate the role of teachers and shift the focus from knowledge-
transmitting teachers to learning-enabling facilitators. The latter 
have diverse skill sets at their disposal and come from various 
traditional and nontraditional teaching or industry backgrounds. 

Micro-recommendations: 

• Create diverse teams of facilitators consisting of local, regional, and 
global educators as well as experts and educational robots 
(androids). 

• Design strategies and frameworks to shift the educator’s role from 
that of a teacher to that of a facilitator.  

• Conduct continuous training of educators in the use of advanced 
technologies, specifically for the education sector. 

  

24 



 
 

Policy Brief 
An uncertain and complex future: Preparing the GCC education sector 

An uncertain and complex future:
Preparing the GCC education sector
j

References 
aus dem Moore, J. P., Chandran, V., & Schubert, J. (2018, January). The future of jobs in the Middle East. 

World Government Summit. 
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/featured%20insights/middle%20east%20and%2
0africa/are%20middle%20east%20workers%20ready%20for%20the%20impact%20of%20auto
mation/the-future-of-jobs-in-the-middle-east.ashx 

Bandelli, A. (2017, June 27). Education can’t keep up with our fast-moving world. Here’s what needs to 
change. World Economic Forum. https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/06/new-approaches-
education-changing-society/ 

Bareec. (2021). About us. https://bareec.org/about-us/ 

Buente, M., Hashemi, A., Moujaes, C. & Samman, H. (2016). GCC school health programs: Health and 
wellness through early intervention. Booz & Company Inc. 

Dutta, S., Lavin, B., & Wunsch-Vincent, S. (Eds.) (2020). Global Innovation Index 2020: Who will finance 
innovation? Cornell University, INSEAD, and World Intellectual Property Organization. 
https://www.wipo.int/edocs/pubdocs/en/wipo_pub_gii_2020.pdf 

GFH Financial Group. (2020). Sector report GCC education. http://gfh.com/wp-
content/uploads/2020/05/GFH-Education-Sector-Report-2020.pdf. 

Gulf Labour Markets, Migration, and Population Programme. (2019, March 31). GCC: Percentage 
distribution of employed national and non-national populations, by sector of employment (2017–
2018). https://gulfmigration.org/gcc-percentage-distribution-of-employed-national-and-non-
national-populations-by-sector-of-employment-2017-2018/?print=pdf 

Michalos, A. (2007). Education, happiness, and wellbeing. Social Indicators Research, 87(3), 347–366. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-007-9144-0 

Ministry of Education United Arab Emirates. (2018, April 12). A network of “Positive Schools” launched 
in the UAE. https://www.moe.gov.ae/en/mediacenter/news/pages/positivityschool1.aspx 

Mullis, I. V. S., Martin, M. O., Foy, P., Kelly D. L., & Fishbein, B. (2019). TIMSS 2019 international results in 
mathematics and science. TIMSS and PIRLS International Study Center. 
https://timssandpirls.bc.edu/timss2019/international-results/wp-
content/themes/timssandpirls/download-center/TIMSS-2019-International-Results-in-
Mathematics-and-Science.pdf 

National Foundation for Educational Research International. (2018, April 20). Key insights from 
international large scale assessments in the Gulf. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED590469.pdf 

National Program for Happiness & Wellbeing. (2019, March 16). H.H. Sheikh Saif Bin Zayed Al Nayhan 
launches “Child Digital Safety” to enhance children safety and quality of digital life. 
https://www.hw.gov.ae/en/news/hh-sheikh-saif-bin-zayed-al-nahyan-launches-child-digital-
safety-to-enhance-children-safety-and-quality-of-digital-life-1 

Oxford Business Group. (2016). Meeting the needs of the GCC region’s growing youth population. The 
report: Kuwait 2016. Oxford Business Group. 
https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/analysis/dividend-or-liability-meeting-needs-region’s-
growing-youth-population-2 

Regional Center for Educational Planning. (2021). Future scenarios for education in the GCC countries.  

Schleicher, A. (2019). PISA 2018 Insights and interpretations. OECD. 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/PISA%202018%20Insights%20and%20Interpretations%20FINAL%2
0PDF.pdf 

Shediac, R. & Samman, H. (2010). Meeting the employment challenge in the GCC: The need for a holistic 
strategy. Booz & Company Inc. https://www.iqpc.com/media/8251/10415.pdf 

25 



 
 

Policy Brief 
An uncertain and complex future: Preparing the GCC education sector 

An uncertain and complex future:
Preparing the GCC education sector
j

Shkvarya, L. V. & Frolova, E. D. (2017). Transformations in socio-economic development of the Gulf group 
states. Ekonomika regiona, 13(2), 570–578. 

Technavio. (2020). Business corporate e-learning market 2020–2024: Reduction in employee training 
cost for employers to boost growth. BusinessWire. 
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20201222005293/en/The-E-Learning-Market-in-
GCC-Countries-to-Grow-by-492.66-Million-During-2020-2024-Industry-Analysis-Market-
Trends-Market-Growth-Opportunities-and-Forecast-2024-Technavio 

United Arab Emirates Government Portal. (2021). Digital well-being. Retrieved 14 December 2020, from 
https://u.ae/en/information-and-services/social-affairs/digital-wellbeing 

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. (n.d.). 4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal4 

United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization. (2017, March 29). Kuwait conference 
addresses the challenges for an ethical and safe cyberspace for youth. 
https://en.unesco.org/news/kuwait-conference-addresses-challenges-ethical-and-safe-
cyberspace-youth  

World Bank. (2020a). Unemployment, youth total (% of total labor force ages 15–24) (modeled ILO 
estimate) – the Middle East & North Africa. Retrieved May 26, 2021, from 
https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SL.UEM.1524.ZS&country=BHR
,ARE,KWT,OMN,SAU 

World Bank. (2020b). Unemployment, total (% of total labor force) (modeled ILO estimate). Retrieved 
May 26, 2021, from 
https://databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS&country=BH
R,ARE,KWT,OMN,SAU 

World Economic Forum. (2014). Rethinking Arab employment: A systemic approach for resource-
endowed economies. https://reports.weforum.org/rethinking-arab-
employment/?doing_wp_cron=1613423223.6169850826263427734375 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

26 



 
 

Policy Brief 
An uncertain and complex future: Preparing the GCC education sector 

An uncertain and complex future:
Preparing the GCC education sector
j

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
Regional Center for Educational Planning 

This policy brief was commissioned by the Regional Center for Educational Planning (RCEP) - 
UNESCO in Sharjah, United Arab Emirates and written by Bnsights. The policy brief falls under 
RCEP’s second strategic objective, which is to “produce and disseminate knowledge in support 

of education policies to enable planning of educational systems.” The content of this policy brief 
has only been minorly edited by the RCEP team. The views and opinions expressed in this policy 

brief are those of the author and should not be attributed to RCEP 

An uncertain and complex future: 
Preparing the GCC education 

sector 

POLICY BRIEF


