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Prezentul articol este o analiza a politicii invatamantului superior urmare a reformelor educationale cu efect de
schimbare institutionala pe termen lung in Emiratele Arabe Unite. Sistemele universitare, ca parte dintr-un proiect mai
mare de construire a statelor si a natiunii, leaga material si simbolic oportunitatea individuala de mobilitate economica
si sociala de modernizare si dezvoltare nationala. Guvernele investesc masiv in educatie cu obiectivele explicite de
nationalizare a fortei de muncd pentru a se baza mai putin pe expatriafi si pentru a-si muta economiile cdtre sectoarele de
servicii si tehnologie cu inaltd calificare. Politica invatamantului superior din Emiratele Arabe Unite este descentralizatd,
cu politici diferite in diferite emirate. Fiecare emirat isi stabileste propriile politici in care guverneaza universitatile
private. Una dintre caracteristicile unice ale sistemului de invatamant superior din Emirate sunt zonele de liber schimb.
Politicile de invatamant superior sunt, de asemenea, marcate de o deschidere izbitoare catre expertiza strdaind i tind sa
adopte rapid cele mai bune practici.

Cuvinte-cheie: politica educationald, invatamant superior, reforme, sistem educational, asigurare a calitdtii,
curricula, internationalizare.

HIGHER EDUCATION POLICY OF THE UNITED ARAB EMIRATES

This scientific article is an analysis of higher education policy as a result of educational reforms with effect of long-term
institutional change in the UAE. Higher education is a socio-political institution that links the fates of students and state,
recognizing the role and interests of locals, the power of institutionalized practices, and the nature of state educational
policy. The established university systems, were as part of a larger states and nation-building project materially and
symbolically links individual opportunity for economic and social mobility to modernization and national development.
Governments are investing heavily in education with the explicit goals of nationalizing labour forces in order to rely less on
expatriates and shifting their economies towards high-skilled service and technology sectors. UAE higher education policy
is decentralized, with different policies across different emirates. Each emirate sets its own policies governing private
universities. One of the unique features of the Emirati higher education system is its free trade zones. The higher education
policies are also marked by a striking openness to foreign expertise, and tendency quickly to adopt best practices.

Keywords: education policy, higher education, reforms, educational system, quality assurance, curricula,
internationalization.

POLITIQUE DE L'ENSEIGNEMENT SUPERIEUR AUX EMIRATS ARABES UNIS

Cet article analyse la politique de l'enseignement supérieur suite aux réformes éducatives et aux changements
institutionnels a long terme aux Emirats Arabes Unis. Les systéemes universitaires, dans le cadre d'un projet plus vaste de
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construction de I'Etat et de la nation, lient matériellement et symboliquement les opportunités individuelles de mobilité
économique et sociale a la modernisation et au développement nationaux. Les gouvernements investissent massivement
dans l'éducation avec l'objectif explicite de nationaliser la main-d'ceuvre afin de réduire leur dépendance a l'égard des
expatriés et de réorienter leurs économies vers les secteurs des services et des technologies hautement qualifiés. La
politique de l'enseignement supérieur aux Emirats Arabes Unis est décentralisée, avec des politiques différentes selon les
émirats. Chaque émirat définit ses propres politiques régissant les universités privées. L'une des caractéristiques uniques
du systeme d'enseignement supérieur émirati réside dans les zones franches. Les politiques de l'enseignement supérieur
se caractérisent également par une ouverture marquée a l'expertise étrangere et une tendance a adopter rapidement les
meilleures pratiques.

Mots-clés: politique éducative, enseignement supérieur, réformes, systeme éducatif, assurance qualité, cursus,
internationalisation.

IMOJIMTUKA BBICIIEI'O OBPASOBAHUSA B OBBEJMHEHHBIX APABCKHNX OMHUPATAX

Hannas nayunas cmamovs npeocmasisem codoll ananus NOIUMUKY 6blcule20 00pa3osanus u o0pas’o8amenbHbix
peghopm ¢ yuemom 00120CPOUHBIX UHCMUMYYUOHATbHBIX usmenenull ¢ OAD. Boicuee obpazosanue a61aemcs coyuaibHo-
NOMUMUYECKUM UHCTIUMYIOM, KOMOPbIU C8:3bl6aem Cy0bObl CIYOeHmo8 U 20CYy0apcmed, NPUsHAGAs. poilb U UHIMEPEeCyl
MeCmHbIX Jcumenet, Cuty UHCMUMYYUOHATUSUPOBAHNHBIX NPAKMUK U XapaKmep 20Cy0apCmeeHHOU 00pa306ameibHoll
NOMUMUKY. YCcmaHnoenenHble YHUgepCumemcKkue cucmembsl ObLIU 4acmuio boiee KpynHo2o0 npoeKma no cmpoumensCmey
20¢cyoapeme u Hayuil, MamepuaIbHo U CUMBOIUYECKU CEA3bIBAION UHOUSUOYATbHBIE 603MONCHOCIU OISl IKOHOMUUECKOU U
COYUATLHOUMOOUTLHOCIU C MOOEPHUZAYUEl U HAYUOHATbHBIM passumueM. [Ipasumenscmea 6K1a0b186AION 3HAYUMETbHYLE
cpeocmea 6 00pazoeamue ¢ AGHLIMU YeNAMU HAYUOHAIUIAYUU padoyell Cuibl, umoObl MeHblule NoNa2amves Ha
IKCNAMPUAHMOB U NEPEOPUSHMUPOBATIb C80I0 IKOHOMUKY HA CEKMOPbL 8bICOKOKBANUDUYUPOBAHHBIX YCIIY2 U MEXHOIO02UL.
Honumuxka evicuteco obpasosanus OAD deyenmpanuzosana, ¢ pasnuyHoU NOIUMUKOU & paszublx smupamax. Kaswcowiil
oMUpam ycmanaeiueaem coOCMeeHHy0 NOAUMUKY Ynpaeienus dacmuvimu yHueepcumemamu. OOHOU U3 YHUKATbHbIX
ocobennocmeli cucmemyl bicuieco 06paz06anis IMupamos AeIAIOMCs 30Hbl c60000H0U mopeosnu. Tlonumuka svicuieco
00pazosanus makdce OMAULAEMCA NOPASUMENLHOU OMKPLIMOCMbIO Ol UHOCHPAHHO20 ONbIMA U UMeen MeHOEeHYUIO
bvicmpo neperumMams nepedogoli ONbvlm.

Knrwouegvie cnosa: obpazosamenvhas noaumuka, 6vicuiee obpasosanue, pepopmel, cucmema 00pPA306aHU,
obecneuenue Kauecmed, yueOHble npocpammbl, UHMEPHAYUOHATUIAYUSL.

Introduction on. Specifically, it is a knowledge associated with
the need to develop particular individual traits, in-
cluding achievement motivation and risk-taking
decisions. Scholars are interested in the extent to
which education can promote particular outcomes,
which are deemed important in helping country pre-
pare their young people to participate in competitive
labour markets and knowledge-intensive industries;
these attributes include the motivation to succeed

Lack of definition notwithstanding, one of the most
striking effects of the knowledge discourse is the idea
that education at all levels, including higher educati-
on, is both possible and desirable for ever larger pro-
portions of youth. This global commitment to access,
grounded in a belief in education as a human right
and a catalyst for development, has put pressure on

country to expand access to higher education. It

has also had implications for the content of curri- and an interest in working in the private sector or
cula and pedagogies and is associated with natio- n entrepr.eneurshlp. Educatlpn n the knowledge
nal reforms and initiatives at all levels of educati- economy is also associated with high rates of global
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labour mobility, which has put a greater emphasis on
cross-cultural competencies.

Higher education policy in the United Arab Emi-
rates (UAE) is a dynamic arena that invokes both
normative questions and contentious policy debates.
Globally circulating discourses map onto specific
national contexts across the region, to identify the
diverse ways in which reform is occurring and the
ways in which external reform models are presented.
Ultimately, higher education in the UAE is a socio-
political institution that links the fates of students,
state and discussions of reform recognizing the role
and interests of local constituencies, the power of
institutionalized practices, and the nature of state-
sponsored educational reform.

This scientific research contextualizes sub-
sequent analyses of higher education by providing
a brief history of higher learning and offering an
overview of contemporary higher education. The
admission system in country reflect broader socio-
political contracts between the state and society.
Development actors and foreign experts have pus-
hed country to adopt a particular model of quality
assurance in the region. Quantitative indicators of
the quality of higher education have a strong bond
with the relational and positional aspects of higher
education. Is worth to emphasize that country at-
tests the rapid growth of private higher education, it
reflects and likely reproduces existing demographic
situation. Each emirate sets its own policies gover-
ning private universities. In UAE higher education
policy is decentralized, with different policies in
place across different emirates. One of the unique
features of the Emirati higher education system
is its free trade zones, which are home to priva-
te higher education institutions. The international
dimensions are imperative for educational system
and is synonymous with high quality. Current ap-
proaches to internationalization tend to associate
prestige with Western models of higher education

in ways that reinforce existing academic and geo-
political hierarchies.

Development and higher education

The United Arab Emirates, emerged from a num-
ber of traditional tribal sheikhdoms situated on the
Arabian Peninsula. In the Arabian Gulf, the British
were the primary colonial influence and maintained
hegemonic power between 1820 and 1970. European
colonization in the Arab Gulf states took the form of
control over trade and security, with less missionary
activity or cultural imposition. In 1820, after an at-
tack on a ruling family, the British East Indian Com-
pany established exclusive control over the entrance
to the Persian Gulf, and, in the Perpetual Maritime
Treaty of 1853, ruling families surrendered their right
to wage war against Britain in return for protection
from other external threats to their rule. In the UAE,
British influence was formally codified in 1892 thro-
ugh a treaty that granted authority over designated
territories to local leaders and created formal truces
between sheikhdoms, including Dubai, Abu Dhabi,
Sharjah, Ajman, Umm al-Quawain, Ras al- Khaimah
and later, Fujairah. Collectively, these sheikhdoms
were called the Trucial States by the British.

In 1968 the British agreed to leave the region and
the UAE was established as a federation of indepen-
dent emirates in 1971, when six of the Trucial Sta-
tes unified. In 1972, Ras al-Khaimah joined as the
seventh emirate. For the UAE, the discovery of oil
dramatically altered their course of development. Na-
tion-building in the Arabian Gulf was occurring du-
ring a period of not only states consolidation and de-
velopment but also tremendous social, cultural, and
economic changes. Oil was discovered in the 1930s,
leading to rapid and dramatic demographic and eco-
nomic changes. The ruling families of the region star-
ted to amass significant wealth, and huge numbers of
labour migrants began to arrive from South Asia. The
country transformed from sparsely populated she-
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ikhdoms to nation states with dense urban centers,
large immigrant populations, and among the highest
per capita income in the world. Given the wealth of
their natural resources and the early influx of migrant
labour, the social contract in the UAE involves the
direct redistribution of wealth towards citizens to
assure their relative material comfort in exchange
for political acquiescence and stability. This social
contract stands in contrast to the more symbolic con-
struction of meritocratic pathways of opportunity in
the region’s middle-income nations.

At the time of their independence, there were no
universities in the Arab Gulf states. Ruling famili-
es invested significantly to rapidly develop national
higher education systems. The emir of Abu Dhabi,
Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan al-Nahyan, the visionary
leader behind the unification of the UAE, and the
first president of the country, stated: “The real asset
of any advanced nation is its people, especially its
educated ones, and the prosperity and success of the
people are measured by the standard of their educa-
tion” [1, P. 143]. After independence, the UAE made
impressive commitments to expanding public edu-
cation system and establishing national universities.
The United Arab Emirates University was founded
in 1976, followed by the Higher Colleges of Tech-
nology in 1988. The established university systems,
were as part of a larger states and nation-building
project that materially and symbolically linked indi-
vidual opportunity for economic and social mobility
to modernization and national development.

Historical legacies of higher education

The UAE share a number of important characte-
ristics, including a history of British control, natural
resource wealth, large expatriate populations, and
kinship-based monarchical political systems. The
distinction between national citizens and foreigners
is an important social category as national citizens
constitute a small minority in the UAE. Nationals
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have access to subsidized housing and education
and receive preferential treatment in the labour mar-
ket through labour market nationalization policies
known as Emiratization.

Throughout the sub-region, governments are in-
vesting heavily in education with the explicit goals of
nationalizing their labour forces in order to rely less
on expatriates and shifting their economies towards
high-skilled service and technology sectors. These
reforms require long-term institutional change, and
in the meantime to continue to provide their citi-
zens with significant monetary benefits and public-
sector jobs. The higher education policies are also
marked by a striking openness to foreign expertise,
and tendency quickly to adopt best practices that are
popular with technical specialists and consultants.
As part of national development initiatives, many
of the states have invited international universities
to set up branch campuses in large-scale initiatives
such as Dubai’s Knowledge Village, and Sharjah’s
University City.

The UAE is a high-income federal state (GDP per
capita of USD 44,000), composed of seven emirates,
each with its own ruling sheikh. Today the UAE’s
population is more than ten million, roughly 80 per
cent of which is non-national. More than half of the
country’s population live in its two largest emirates,
Abu Dhabi and Dubai, while the other five emirates
account for the rest of the country’s residents. Since
its independence in 1971 the UAE has transformed
from having no universities to being home to more
than one hundred universities today, including elite
branch campuses such as those of the Sorbonne Uni-
versity and New York University. The guiding visi-
on for higher education in the UAE has always been
primarily vocational, and higher education policy in
public and private institutions is explicitly linked to
training youth for both a future knowledge economy
and the nationalization of the labour market, as part
of the same policy known as Emiratization.



There are three federal universities, which are
funded by the federal government and provide free
undergraduate education to all eligible nationals.
The first federal university, United Arab Emirates
University, was founded in al-Ain in 1976, five years
after independence. Its language of instruction is pri-
marily English, although certain courses are offered
in Arabic. It has grown to offer programs at all levels
and remains the only federal university offering doc-
torates. In 1988, the Higher Colleges of Technology
(HCTs) were founded as a single but decentralized
institution to provide primarily applied and vocati-
onal education [Ibidem, P. 198 ]. As of 2017, there
were seventeen branches of HCTs throughout the
country, which were all gender-specific, with nine
branches for females and eight for males. In 1998
Zayed University was founded to be a more globally
oriented university and has campuses in both Dubai
and Abu Dhabi. Initially a female-serving instituti-
on, starting in 2010, Zayed University began enrol-
ling male students and also welcomes international
students.

Given the UAE’s federal system, higher educa-
tion policy is decentralized, with different policies
in place across different emirates. Each emirate sets
its own policies governing private universities. One
of the unique features of the Emirati higher educati-
on system is its free trade zones, which are home to
a large, diverse, and ever-changing array of private
higher education institutions of varying quality. Free
trade zones for private universities currently exist
in Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Ras al-Khaimah. Initial-
ly, private universities operating in these zones had
little to no regulation, although over the past few
years all three emirates have been increasing regula-
tion of the higher education institutions operating in
the free trade zones. Owing to this supportive regu-
latory environment and its large population of non-
citizens, who cannot study in public universities, the
UAE has one of the most privatized systems in the

region: nearly 73 per cent of all students in the UAE
are enrolled in the private sector.

The quality assurance of higher education

The Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific
Research, which was established in 1993, is respon-
sible for licensing higher education institutions and
programs in the country. Starting in 1999, it founded
the Commission for Academic Accreditation (CAA)
as a fully independent body to accredit all degree
programs of private universities operating outside of
free trade zones. As in other countries, accreditati-
on is required for the ministry to recognize degrees.
Since the commission’s founding, public university
programs have been required to obtain accreditation,
and many of the private universities in free trade zo-
nes have sought accreditation to validate their pro-
gramming. As of 2018, roughly 950 programs in the
UAE had been accredited by the CAA.

The UAE have taken a different approach in com-
parison with other Arab countries, they have brought
in external consultants to align their higher educa-
tion systems to global best practices. Nonetheless,
their reforms to improve quality are similar to those
in other countries, centered on enhancing “rigour”
through independent commissions and on raising ad-
missions standards.

In the early 2000s the UAE established the
CAA as a fully independent body that licenses the
country’s many public and private universities and
accredits each of their academic programs. The
CAA aims to ensure that programs in the UAE meet
international standards of accreditation. Its manda-
te includes licensing private universities, accredi-
ting programs, and supporting institutions in their
development of quality assurance mechanisms. As
a high-income nation, the UAE is not influenced
by the possibility of World Bank funding but no-
netheless relies extensively on foreign consultants,
and it has a history of importing the best practices
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articulated in international higher education deve-
lopment discourses.

In the UAE, the CAA was considered unique in
the region because it was established as a fully inde-
pendent body and given power to shut down poorly
performing universities. Yet the creation of the qua-
lity assurance agencies was one way in which the
government could enhance employment of Emirati
nationals, a policy priority for the country [2, P.112-
114]. In 2016 the UAE required all professors to un-
dergo a certification of their university credentials
and establish their equivalency in the Emirati sys-
tem. This policy was framed as an attempt to ensure
the integrity of academics’ credentials. Many faculty
members who had completed their doctorates ab-
road were critical of the policy and insisted that the
degree-certification process was simply time consu-
ming. In this regard the UAE, a country with a sig-
nificant expatriate labour force, the role of foreign
faculty members was a constant source of tension.

Private higher education

The practice of selective subsidies is found in the
UAE, country that conceptualize students as being
divided along lines of ethnicity, religion, or citi-
zenship. In each case, public-sector funding serves
particular groups, while private higher education has
emerged and expanded to serve all. Private higher
education has flourished but, in doing so, it under-
mines the state’s ability to create a common national
identity through its higher education system. In these
cases, even when the existence or growth of priva-
te higher education is not questioned, its expansion
raises educational and political debates. Seemingly
technical issues regarding admissions standards or
university board composition actually raise funda-
mental questions concerning the role of the market
in providing higher education. Partially in response
to seeming consensus in global development, private
higher education in the Arab world has grown sub-
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stantially over time. At the same time, within the re-
gion the percentage of students in the private sector
varies significantly.

In the UAE, the free public federal universities
and HCTs cater to Emirati citizens, while private hi-
gher education has emerged to educate non-citizens,
who constitute the majority of residents. Data avai-
lable from the UAE Ministry of Education shows
that in the 2018-19 academic year, 93 per cent of
all students enrolled in the public federal universiti-
es were Emiratis, while only 44 per cent of students
in non-federal institutions, which are largely private,
were Emirati. The growing and diverse private sec-
tor caters to a large non-national student body, which
includes both resident non-citizens and an increasing
number of foreign student-visa holders. Encouraging
the growth of private higher education is part of the
country’s commitment to developing what it charac-
terizes as homegrown and highly skilled talent for
the labour force, which the UAE hopes will reduce
its dependence on costly recruitment of those educa-
ted abroad. In 2012, the minister of higher education
and scientific research stated that both the public and
the private sector will “play an essential role” as the
UAE transitions to a knowledge economy.

Interestingly, a significant number of Emiratis
are also now enrolling in the private sector, com-
plicating the traditional sectoral division. In 2017,
statistics show that Emirati nationals made up more
than 22,000 of the roughly 60,000 students enrolled
in Dubai’s branch campuses, representing more than
a third of all students and suggesting a growing de-
mand for private higher education among Emirati
citizens. Seemingly in response to this growth, the
regulation of private higher education has recently
become a policy priority [3, P. 78]. Stricter regulati-
on of the private sector seeks to ensure that students
and families trust the higher education system and
also supports the government’s goals of training a
highly skilled labour force locally. Accordingly, a



number of emirates have been tightening regulations
on private higher education in the name of quality
assurance. For example, in 2017, Ras al-Khaimah
announced that it would be introducing stricter po-
licies for private universities, and some institutions
have been forced to close as a result.

Internationalizing the National University

The gleaming new campus of New York Univer-
sity Abu Dhabi (NYUAD) is located on Saadiyat Is-
land, a natural island off the coast of Abu Dhabi and
a cultural and tourist hub for the emirate. Saadiyat’s
cultural district will include the Zayed National Mu-
seum, the Louvre Abu Dhabi, and the Guggenheim
Abu Dhabi. The campus’s architecture combines the
country’s Arab and Islamic heritage with the most
up-to-date environmental practices; the spacious and
green campus includes high-end libraries, facilities,
and computer labs. Roughly a decade after its launch,
there is no doubt that NYUAD has made an impact:
its acceptance rate of 2—4 per cent of applicants makes
it as competitive as any American vy League univer-
sity, and it has attracted a diverse faculty of the highest
caliber from elite universities around the world.

On the one hand, NYUAD is a clearly Emirati
project; it has been funded almost entirely by the
Nahyans, the ruling family of Abu Dhabi, which is
the largest of the seven emirates in the UAE. Cam-
pus construction alone is estimated to have cost a
staggering USD 1 billion, and, post-construction,
the government of Abu Dhabi continues to provide
generous financial aid to qualified students to lure
them away from Ivy League universities and other
top colleges.

On the other hand, there is very little about NY U-
AD that speaks to it being a national project. Rather,
it feels like a global project that just happens to be
located in Abu Dhabi. The sparkling new campus,
which integrates cultural and architectural traditions
from Abu Dhabi with those of New York City. Simi-

larly, its brand is self-consciously “global.” NYUAD
calls itself “the world’s honors college” and seeks to
educate “global leaders.” Its home university, New
York University (NYU), also calls itself “a global
university” and insists that NYUAD is not simply a
branch of the original campus in Lower Manhattan.
Instead, along with its other coequal campus in Shan-
ghai, the three campuses make up what NYU calls a
globally networked university [4, P.305-306].

NYUAD is only one of many symbols of inter-
national higher education in the Arab Gulf states.
Meanwhile, Abu Dhabi’s larger and more cosmopo-
litan, Dubai, has created a hub for branch campu-
ses, known as Academic Village. Unlike NYUAD,
Dubai’s Academic Village targets the roughly 90
percent of Dubai residents who are non-citizens. It
hosts dozens of branch campuses of varying levels
of quality to educate a large and diverse non-elite for
the labour market.

Conclusions

A recurring argument is that development disco-
urses of higher education in the UAE take an instru-
mental view. Reforms draw on generic and globally
circulating policy prescriptions that emanate from
powerful donors and intergovernmental agenci-
es. Definitions of development must make space
for individuals’ social, psychological, and spiritu-
al well-being. In higher educational development,
recognized experts are engaged in diagnosing the
problems of higher education. They suggest best
practices such as autonomy and accountability,
which then become diffused among transnational
policy communities, including think-tanks, and aca-
demia. In most discussions of reform, higher edu-
cation policy is depoliticized in the name of pur-
suing these best practices on the grounds of their
internal or assumed logic.

Fundamentally, higher education develop-
ment has conceptualized the purposes of higher
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education. The deep focus in international deve-
lopment on the university’s role as a producer of
labour and a producer of research focus its role as a
producer of citizens. The role of universities in sup-
porting young people’s engagement in civic life is a
fundamental question for development. The approa-
ch begins by centering the university’s civic man-
dates. This article tells many stories about higher
education reform in the UAE, it reflects challenges
faced by higher education system including how to
balance access, quality, equity, and financing.
Meanwhile, significant privatization has meant
that students and families are treated as “consumers”.
Beyond specific policy domains lie broader questions
of the role of the university’s contribution to social
and political life, or what is called the public sphere.
Higher education in the UAE trains creative, diver-
se, multilingual, and mobile students to be econo-
mically productive and civically engaged amid diffi-
cult social and political conditions. In rejecting the

natural superiority of Western higher education, the
scientific work calls for a new approach to higher
educational development.
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