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Abstract-The Gulf Cooperation Council is a region known for rapid development and innovative strategies.  Among the 
most astute applications of foresight is that of using income from oil wealth in order to create economies based on 
knowledge centers.  Pragmatic steps are being taken to develop a highly educated population base through the construction 
and development of universities and other research and educational centers. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Universities and other knowledge-based centers have 
proliferated in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
region in the last three decades.  Countries like the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE), Qatar, and Bahrain 
have used petrodollars, their strategic geographic 
positions, and trade-oriented economies to fund long-
term knowledge-based centers.  These centers cater to 
the growing local populations as well as the 
bourgeoning wealthy expatriate populations in this 
region.  
Amongst the goals of these knowledge-based centers 
is the education of the local citizenry so they may 
become significantly employed in their home 
countries and contribute meaningfully to their future 
economies.  These initiatives are known in their home 
regions as ‘Emiratization’, ‘Omanization’, 
‘Qatarization’, ‘Saudization’ etc. and all share the 
desire to educate and train their nationals to take over 
key employment positions in both the public and 
private sector, employment that has been in many 
cases previously occupied by an expatriate 
workforce.   
Another goal of these knowledge-based centers has 
been to provide research and development for both 
international and locally-based research projects –
from desert irrigation and water salinization to the 
UAE’sMars Probe. 
The GCC knowledge-based centers also offer local 
society a space for women to become students—both 
at the undergraduate and graduate levels, allowing 
them to study in their home countries when they 
might find it difficult due to social pressures to study 
internationally.   
Finally, the GCC has become a draw for Muslim 
students worldwide wishing to study in an Islamic 
country, but at a university with an international 
reputation.  Students from regions such as North and 
West Africa, Central Asia and South Asia are 
beginning to look towards the GCC for quality 
tertiary education. 

 
II.  EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS OF THE 

GCC 

 
The GCC is a political and economic union formed 
by Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE. The GCC countries contain a mix of public 
and private universities, as well as branch campuses 
of prestigious international universities.  Public 
institutions, such as the UAE’s United Arab Emirates 
University, Zayed University and Higher Colleges of 
Technology, are sponsored by the local governments 
and tend to share a number of key characteristics, 
such as gender segregation and a student body 
predominantly made up of nationals rather than 
expatriates.The private universities may be 
segregated or coeducational, have a more 
international student body, and have a wide variety of 
curriculums – particularly in the case of the branch 
campuses, which reflect the parent university’s 
curriculum and character. Some teach a broad range 
of subjects while others focus on particular areas, 
such as the arts, business or engineering.  
The different universities also follow different styles 
of education.  One of the more common models for 
undergraduate institutions is the American liberal arts 
style of education.  This form of education provides 
students with a broad general education base, while 
providing a deep knowledge of a student’s chosen 
specialty.  A liberal arts education therefore goes 
beyond the students’ major foci of study and offers 
students an education in social responsibility, in 
lifelong learning techniques, and in practical skills 
such as communication and analytical problem 
solving.  Universities that follow this style are often 
called ‘American Universities,’ such as the American 
University of Sharjah. 
Other styles include the British and Australian styles.  
Both of these systems focus on the development of 
writing and analytical skills, alongside the students’ 
major field of study.  Examples of these universities 
include Middlesex University Dubai and the 
University of Wollongong in Dubai. There are also 
universities that offer only postgraduate or graduate 
education such as the British University in Dubai 
which offers specialized programs in Business, 
Education and Engineering, in association with 
chosen universities in Britain[1]. 
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There are also European Universities such as the 
Université Paris-Sorbonne Abou Dhabi, which 
provides the French educational system in both 
French and English languages [2]. 
Beyond different the educational styles of the 
knowledge centers is the difference in whether the 
institutions are set up for profit, or are non-profit 
institutions.  While only a few of the private 
universities are for-profit institutions, the nature of 
the educational system, what is offered and who is 
accepted for study, is influenced by the amount of 
profit the university is projecting. 
Another main difference in the type of knowledge 
center is whether the university or research center is 
home-based— as for example is King Saud 
University in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia and the American 
University of Kuwait; or is a branch campus of a 
University, such as Texas A&M University at Qatar, 
Weill Cornell Medical College in Qatar, or New York 
University Abu Dhabi.  
Consistently found at most knowledge-based 
institutions is a largely, if not entirely, expatriate 
faculty and staff.  Although the faculty is often from 
many varied countries, almost all have an educational 
background and tertiary degree from a Western 
institution. 

 
III. SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY 

INITIATIVES 
 
Outside the realm of university education, new 
knowledge-based centers such as Abu Dhabi’s 
Masdar City and Dubai’s Mohammed Bin Rashid 
Space Centre (MBRSC) focus on ambitious 
technological initiatives that aim to translate present-
day wealth into future expertise. Notably, these two 
examples combine high profile, almost science-
fictional grand projects with a push to import one 
generation of foreign expertise to educate the next 
generation of native experts. 
Masdar aims ‘to develop the world’s most sustainable 
eco-city’[3]; an arcology project that combines 
elements of traditional Arabic architecture with state-
of-the-art solar technology to create a self-contained, 
sustainable environment that seeks to counter the 
UAE’s reputation for excess consumption.The 
Masdar Institute of Science and Technology, based in 
Masdar City, is “an independent, research-driven, 
graduate-level university focused on advanced energy 
and sustainable technologies,” which benefits from an 
association with the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology [4].  
The MBRSC’s Mars Probe is the centerpiece of a 
highly ambitious project to turn Dubai into a 
scientific and technological hub. The orbital probe – 
with the nationally-significant mission date of 2021, 
the UAE’s 50th anniversary –will obtain new 
scientific data on Mars, which will form the basis of a 
new planetary science archive, based in the UAE but 
available to all space researchers [5] [6].  In addition 

to the Mars mission itself, the organization is putting 
together both a team of international scientists and a 
scholarship program (known as Entaliq) that will 
send top Emirati students to study abroad at US and 
UK universities before bringing them in to work for 
the Centre after graduation[7]. As with Masdar, there 
is an emphasis on bringing in foreign expertise in 
order to train the next generation to fill the significant 
skills gap that currently exists in the UAE’s science 
and technology sector.  In addition, the MBRSC and 
its parent organization, the Emirates Institution for 
Advanced Science and Technology (EIAST), seem 
concerned with providing educational resources for 
the generation currently still in primary and 
secondary education in order to guide them into 
studying the sciences at a higher level. EIAST 
provides a slideshow of information – explicitly 
aimed at students – about the existing UAE satellites 
currently orbiting Earth [8], while American 
University of Sharjah Professor of Astronomy Nidhal 
Guessoum, at a workshop on the Mars mission, 
outlined a set of school projects that could provide 
inspiration for a wide range of ages.Questions such as 
‘where should we land?’ and ‘could we build a base 
on Mars?’ and areas of study such as image analysis 
and the portrayal of Mars in fiction, could be used not 
only as starting points for science and arts projects, 
but as a source of inspiration to steer Emirati youth 
into studying science qualifications [9]. 

 
IV. ARTS AND HERITAGE ORGANIZATIONS 
 
The arts and humanities are also being supported, as 
can be seen in the huge development of museums and 
art centers in Abu Dhabi, and in the cultural centers 
that have been established in several regions of the 
Emirates.  Several Universities have art and or 
heritage majors (the Université Paris-Sorbonne Abou 
Dhabi, Zayed University and the American 
University of Sharjah for example) and museums—
both branch and home based – are being either built 
or bolstered.The Louvre Abu Dhabi, which opened its 
first major exhibit in April 2014, is currently being 
created to be a “universal museum” with exhibits 
from the ancient past through to the arts and designs 
of the present [10].  Abu Dhabi’s Zayed National 
Museum – planned as the centerpiece of the Saadiyat 
Island development and dedicated to the founder of 
the UAE –focuses on history and heritage and will 
serve as both an educational and research center when 
it opens in 2016 [11].  Qatar’s Islamic Museumalso 
focuses on heritage, with the New York Times 
extolling the extent and nature of the collections [12]. 
Meanwhile the 16 Sharjah Museums, which have 
been educating and entertaining the public for 
decades, have continued to serve as research, 
conservation, heritage and educational hubs. The 
Archaeology Museum draws attention to the long 
history of human settlement in the area – “not less 
than 125,000 years” [13] – while the Sharjah 
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Museum of Islamic Civilization fills seven galleries 
with rare artifacts that display the extent of “Islamic 
faith, science, discoveries and culture” [14]. Among 
the Emirates, Sharjah is notable for focusing intensely 
on culture and education, an approach that has led to 
it being selected by UNESCO as Cultural Capital of 
the Arab World in 1998 and by the Islamic 
Organization for Education, Science and Culture as 
Islamic Culture Capital in 2014 [15]. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
The GCC countries are looking ahead and 
diversifying economies in a region that has been 
historically and is still dominated by an oil based 
economy.  While the different countries of the GCC 
are exploring economic development in variety of 
ways, all have recognized the need for an educated 
population base as one of the main infrastructural 
means to develop their economies into a knowledge-
based post-industrial system. 
Knowledge-based centers with foci on new 
knowledge and technologies – especially in the fields 
of science, health, information, engineering, arts and 
heritage studies– are being built and set up with 
multinational intelligentsia recruited at present mostly 
from the West, but with the long term aim of a locally 
educated base. 
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