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Introduction
Since the early days of Greek philosophers, morality has been an integral part of the world of
education. For Aristotle, the aim of education, was to teach intellectual and moral virtues sideby-side in order to develop positive habits and foster “the good”.1 As in the past, it is still a
common belief that the establishment of a moral understanding in children is foundational to
creating a functional society. The development of moral character is considered a traditional goal
of formal education.2
Moral Education (ME) can be defined as an umbrella term for different pedagogical methods
with a common goal, that is helping children and young people to acquire a set of beliefs and
values regarding what is right and wrong. This set of beliefs guides their intentions, attitudes and
behaviors towards others and their environment. More fundamentally, ME encourages children
to reflect on how they should behave and what sort of people they should be.
The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a federal sovereign state that has been transformed
enormously in just two decades in terms of wealth, ethnic diversity, global significance and
political influence. Education is seen as a key factor in coping with and building on this
transformation, ensuring the necessary social and cultural development, but also ensuring that the
UAE might equally contribute to this larger economic and cultural world of which it has become
part.3
The UAE Moral Education curriculum is an initiative launched under the directive of Abu Dhabi
Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan. This initiative was born out of the UAE
2021 vision of creating a knowledge-based economy, preserving UAE heritage and providing
wellness and social well-being of citizens and residents.4 The aim of ME is that it should help all
young individuals become morally autonomous adults by providing them with the competence to
judge what is morally right. Secondly, ME should equip young people with the flexibility to
adapt to new situations they might encounter in a rapidly changing world.5
The prominence of the subject of ME in educational discourse nowadays is often perceived as a
response to the moral crisis in modern society, given ‘a widespread perception that, at least in
terms of traditional indices, things are going morally wrong’6. This exact message was directly
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expressed by Maryam Al Zaabi, an Emirati teacher: “The curriculum was focusing only on
getting kids more creative and more innovative, and they forgot about how to respect even each
other’s innovations”7.
In line with Al Zaabi’s words and the concepts above, the UAE Government, in 2016, launched
ME as a school subject to introduce universal values and principles that are valid across all
communities. At its heart, the ME course aims to teach children to participate in life in a
responsible, productive and engaged manner. It is less about instructing students on how to
behave and more about enabling them to determine the right course of action on their own.
Eventually, the overall aim of this holistically-inspired course is to link all children in the UAE,
regardless of nationality, to the common thread of humanity and share with them universal
values and morals.8
The ME program was initiated with intention that it would be taught in all schools, both public
and private, throughout all 1-12 grades all over UAE. It is built around four pillars: character and
morality, the individual and the community, cultural studies, and civic studies. Each pillar points
to the different virtues which need to be developed through their respective units of teaching: for
example, caring for others, honesty with oneself and with others, tolerance and respect for others
within a diverse society, resilience and perseverance, equality and fairness, compassion and
empathy, thoughtfulness and co-operation.9
As a leading research and policy institute, IMPACT-se analyzes schoolbooks and curricula
employing international standards on peace and tolerance as derived from UNESCO declarations
and resolutions to determine compliance and to advocate for change when necessary. The UAE
ME initiative is a unique field of research because of its focus on an explicitly secular and
humanistic approach, which aligns with UNESCO standards and UN declarations that serve as a
basis for IMPACT-se’s methodology when analyzing school textbooks.10
This report is a preliminary step in IMPACT-se’s wider future research of the UAE ME program
and possibly the entire curriculum. The following pages will present the most prominent
examples from the ME curriculum textbooks and teacher guides, showing how the moral theory
is manifested in the actual classroom assignments, brought to the students. For this purpose,
three topics were selected to constitute the criteria for the thematic division of the examples, and
they are: (1) Tolerance and Empathy towards the ‘Other’, (2) Peace and Conflict Resolution, and
(3) Equality. All three are included in the same pillar of the curriculum - “Character and
Morality”.
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Selected Examples
Tolerance and Empathy toward the ‘Other’
This theme is included in several units throughout the curriculum, and introduces the students to
the values of tolerance and respect for themselves and others, both national and global. Students
are taught to internalize the core tenet of morality as being concern and care for others, away
from their own personal desires and interests. They learn that this concern is expressed through
care for and empathy with other people. This principle is expounded upon through teaching
students about the importance of tolerating the differences they observe between themselves and
other people, and treating others with respect, regardless of their beliefs, ethnicity, religion,
gender or social status.
1. Acceptance of the other as a value and a practice is demonstrated in a story for firstgraders in a textbook chapter called "Friendship". The story is meant to teach children how to
treat newcomers (in this case, a new Chinese boy joining the school), and is particularly
relevant to the UAE which has a wide ethnic diversity.

Moral Education, Grade 1, vol. 3, 2018, pp. 19–20

“When Mansour arrived at the school one morning, he encountered an unfamiliar face.
One child was standing by the wall in the main hallway and looked scared. "Who is it?"
Mansour asked himself. "Hello," said the boy, "can you please tell me if I'm in the right
place? I'm looking for the library." His voice sounded strange, as if he was not used to
speaking. Mansour replied, "Hello, follow me and I will show you." The boy quickly
picked up his belongings and began to follow Mansour. The boy said, "Thank you. My
name is Xiang, I'm new here. I came here with my family recently." Mansour replied
with a smile: "Fine, welcome ... sorry, but I cannot pronounce your name", then added:
"I am Mansour, I am not a new student. I have been here all my life!". Xiang laughed.
Mansour asked, "Do you know anyone here?" Xiang replied, "No, no one ... well,
actually just you." Mansour said, "It's hard to be a new student and not know anyone,
right? Come on, I'll bring you to everyone."
3

2. Awareness towards social diversity is raised on the opening page of the"Valuing Diversity"

unit, where eighth-grade students are asked questions involving issues such as discrimination
and treating others with tolerance. The questions are worded in an unbiased way that enables
and encourages open discourse. In the background a picture is shown with people of different
ethnic, religious and gender identities.

Moral Education, Grade 8, Vol. 2 (2018), p. 2.

"Why should we be open to the concept of diversity and equality?
Do you understand others and treat them with tolerance?
In what aspects of our daily lives do we see expressions of identification with the other?
Can the media manipulate your opinions and shape them?
How do you imagine a world without discrimination?
What steps can we take to eradicate discrimination from our world? "
4

3. Acceptance and respect for different cultural identities is taught to sixth-graders through
a text emphasizing the benefit of these values for society, stressing that they are foundational
to working towards global peace. The text also includes a reference to the development of
social awareness as children mature, and is accompanied by a world map, filled with small
figures of people from different cultures, genders, clothing, color etc.

Moral Education, Grade 6, Vol.3, 2018, p. 5–6

“When you live in this world, it is inevitable to meet people from different cultures and
different backgrounds…Our worldview is shaped by our environment. When we are
little children, we assume that the whole world thinks and acts like us, and that culture
is a permanent thing that cannot be changed. However, as we grow older, we begin to
understand that culture is not something that stands still ... Many believe that the key to
world peace lies in respecting and accepting the contradictions between us”.
4. Empathy-driven behaviors towards the ‘Other’ are presented in three examples to fourthgraders in a chapter dedicated to pity, sympathy and empathy. Students are asked to read and
discuss the texts to determine if each example indicates pity, sympathy or empathy, which
are all reactions to the plight of others. Each example shows a different representative of the
‘Other’- an animal, an unknown person from a different country and culture, and a close
friend from the same community. The behavioral reactions vary from example to example
according to the degree of emotional engagement and closeness between the participating
characters.
5

Moral Education, Grade 4, Vol. 1, 2018, p. 13.

“A. Samira saw a sick cat panting heavily near her home. She didn’t want to abandon
him, so she gave him food and water every day until the cat recovered, began to grow
and became healthy again.
B. Nahed watched a documentary about the victims of the 2015 earthquake in the
village of Komalpur in Nepal. She felt very bad for them, especially when she saw how
their homes were destroyed and they were forced to live on the roads, homeless.
C. Saif and Muhammad have been friends since a young age. They lived in the same
neighborhood and attended the same school. Muhammad's father fell ill and was
hospitalized. Saif stayed with Muhammad and told him about that time his (Saif’s)
father was in the hospital and the feelings that accompanied him (Saif) until his father
recovered”.
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5. Tolerance towards social diversity as a source of national pride – this message is
conveyed in a text presented to eighth-graders. Students are taught that one of the core
strengths of UAE is being a home for a diverse and united society, and that their government
takes a clear line of tolerance as a fundamental value. Interestingly, the text below details the
different nationalities of people who most commonly emigrate to the UAE. This instils an
important message of understanding and respect for different cultures and beliefs as well as
helping students better understand the Other.

Moral Education, Grade 8, Vol. 2, 2018, p.6.

“Did you know that UAE society is a very diverse society and that many people who live
here have come from different countries? The UAE is a home to many Arabs from
different Arab countries and is home to many people from South Asian countries (such
as India and Afghanistan) and Southeast Asia (such as the Philippines and Vietnam).
Also, there are many Westerners (European and American) who treat the UAE as their
homeland…Thanks to the fact that the value of tolerance is very strong among the UAE
government and thanks to its welcoming behavior towards its people, the UAE has
become a strong example of a rich, diverse and united society at the same time”.
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Peace and Conflict Resolution
These themes introduce students to the ethical issues around conflict in both domestic politics
and international relations. Students become aware that, although conflict is an inevitable part of
life, there are different strategies that serve as practical tools they can use. The nature of peace is
discussed along with causes of conflict and war with an emphasis on considering different
peaceful and non-violent means of responding to conflict.
1. An in-depth discourse on the concept of peace is encouraged in a fourth-grade unit on

“Conflict Resolution”. Students are asked to define and discuss the meaning of peace, not
only in theory, but also in a practical way.

Moral Education, Grade 4, Vol. 2, 2018, p. 36.

“What is the meaning of the word "peace"? Think about the concept of peace. What
does it mean to you? What does it mean to your society and to the whole world? How
can peace be created? Share your thoughts with the class”.
8

2. Challenges to world peace are in the focus of an introduction activity planned for eleventhgrade students. Teachers are instructed to pose a guiding question “Why is peace not
universal?” and encourage students to think about possible reasons for conflict.

Moral Education Teacher’s Guide (English Version), Grade 11, p. 162.

3. Stereotyping as an obstacle to peace and social awareness are presented to tenth-grade
students in the "Being a Responsible Adult" unit. A photo of the California Manzanar Peace
Memorial Monument is attached, and explained as a reminder of the danger of stereotypes
and lack of cultural awareness. The monument is located in one of the Japanese-American
DP camps set up during World War II.

Moral Education, Grade 10, Vol. 3, 2018, p. 67.

“The Manzanar Peace Memorial, at the Manzanar National Historic Site in California,
stands as a reminder of the dangers of what stereotyping and lack of cultural awareness
may bring. Between 1942 and 1945, over 110,000 Japanese Americans were ‘relocated’
to camps at sites in remote areas of the United States. Manzanar was the location of one
of these sites”.
9

4. Conflict resolution strategies are taught in an eighth-grade textbook within the unit
“Dealing with conflict”. The definition of each strategy is explained with reference to the
circumstances in which it is adopted, and the characteristics of the different parties involved.
It is followed by a task in which students are required to choose a strategy for resolving a list
of conflict situations. In the top of that list occurs a situation of intolerance.

Moral Education, Grade 8, Vol. 3, 2018, pp. 29–30.

Diagram:
In the middle: “Conflict resolution strategies”
The strategies from right to left: “Competing, Compromising, Collaborating, Avoiding,
Accommodating”.
10

“Accommodating is a situation in which the other side is given what it wants. It usually
occurs when one of the parties is interested in peace, or the matter in conflict is a trivial
matter.
Avoiding is an attempt to postpone the resolution of the conflict to an unknown date.
The adopter party hopes that by rejecting the solution or ignoring it, the problem will be
resolved on its own without having to deal with it. Generally, the adopter of this
strategy is of low self-worth or is in a certain inferior position in terms of his authority.
Collaborating is an attempt to blend different opinions expressed by many people. The
goal is to find an innovative solution that everyone agrees on. Although cooperation is
effective, it is not suitable for all types of conflict.
Compromising occurs when all parties make concessions in order to reach a solution
that is acceptable to everyone, even if it is not perfect. This strategy is most often used
in conflicts where both sides are more or less equal in their power.
Competing is conducted according to the 'zero sum game', in which one side wins and
one side loses. Competition strategy is good only for a limited number of types of
conflicts, for example when it comes to an emergency situation.
Task:
“How will you react to the following conflict situations:
a. Intolerance
b. New laws that you don’t like at school
c. Someone close to you is not acting responsibly
d. A fire broke out
e. Finishing a project on time”
5. The nature of peace and non-violent traditions are discussed in a unit dedicated to peace
and conflict studies, taught to eleventh-graders. The relevant teacher guide states the learning
objectives, which emphasize familiarity with peacekeeping NGOs’ activities, identifying
non-violent actions and defining forms of pacifism.

Moral Education Teacher Guide, Grade 11, 2018, p.30.
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Equality
The topic of equality is initially introduced to students as they discuss fairness, and address
issues of inequality in interpersonal relationships. Starting by learning to recognize when
something is fair or unfair, students progress to learning about the meaning of equality anf
discrimination on a local, national and global scale. They start to consider questions such as,
such as “How do we achieve equality among people?” or “How is fair distribution
accomplished?”.
1. Distributive Justice is taught to sixth-graders in a unit called “Equality and Justice as
Fairness” through a text that discusses various scholarships in UAE American universities.
Scholarships are presented as an method towards achieving equal opportunity as they help
students with financial difficulties to pay for their tuition and living expenses during their
studies. It is emphasized that scholarships are granted to any deserving student regardless of
race, nationality, gender, etc. The text is followed by two photos presenting ethnic and
gender diversity in UAE academia.

Moral Education, Grade 6, Vol. 1, 2018, pp. 75–76.
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First Picture:
“The following is listed under the Scholarships tab on the University of Iowa and of the
American University of the UAE website: Every year, the university offers scholarships
to its students, and especially to academically deserving students”
Second Picture:
“At the American University in the UAE, those eligible for scholarships are UAE
citizens or residents, and citizens of the Gulf Cooperation Council. Among the
conditions required to receive the scholarship:…Financial support will be provided
regardless of race, color, nationality, gender or any disability, while ensuring that all
students are treated on the basis of justice and equality…”
2. Equality in civil rights is taught through Martin Luther King’s biography to eighth-graders
in the “Valuing Diversity” unit. Students are required to read the text below, and then answer
a number of questions. Beyond reading comprehension, the questions require students to
empathize with the discriminated party, and to be creative in writing an up-to-date and
relevant speech on the subject of equality.

Moral Education, Grade 8, Vol. 2, 2018, p.23.
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“Martin Luther King, USA (1929-1968)
Martin Luther King was a bold American who opposed the racism to which African
Americans were exposed. He was appointed as the representative of the African
American Civil Rights Movement, and won the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts. King
attracted worldwide attention to the issue of apartheid...Driven by a deep desire to
achieve justice and equal rights, King became an influential spokesman against
discrimination and prejudice ... Perhaps King's most famous speech is the one he
delivered on August 28, 1963, when he said to the world, "I have a dream!", as he
paints a vivid picture of a brighter future next to Lincoln's Monument in
Washington...His poignant remarks still inspire people in their struggle for
comprehensive equality of rights.
a. Why do you think King fought with such enthusiasm for equality?
b. How would you feel if you had to go to a different school just because of your skin
color?
c. If you had to write a speech today on equality and integration, what would you
write?”
3. Gender Equality is discussed within the framework of a “Global Citizenship” unit, taught to
eleventh-graders. Students learn about global female marginalization that starts with the
difficulties of accessing education, a right that if often denied to women. They also learn
about the Global Gender Gap Report and its rationale, with emphasis on the relation between
female education attainment and social wellbeing.

Moral Education, Grade 11, Vol. 3, 2018, p. 13.

“Marginalisation of Women and Girls
In many parts of the world, women and girls are marginalised and vulnerable, denied
access to education and other basic rights that are given to men and boys. There are
many cultural reasons for this, but it is important to remember that cultural norms are
also interpreted differently by individuals and groups that subscribe to the same culture.
It is important to try to understand why certain interpretations exist, even if we do not
agree with them. For example, different sects within the same religion may hold
different points of view and rules about the roles of females and males in society.”
14

Moral Education, Grade 11, Vol. 3, 2018, p. 14.

“All girls have the right to be educated. Female education attainment is associated with
improvements in almost all other development indicators and social wellbeing”
“The Global Gender Gap Report 2017
Each year the World Economic Forum publishes the Global Gender Gap Report. The
basis for this report is that inequalities in rights accorded to males and females are a
risk factor for other development problems, such as healthcare and economic stability.
The report compares 144 countries to one another in terms of gender parity in four
categories or sub-indexes that are measured by a range of UN organisations. The subindexes are Economic Participation and Opportunity, Educational Attainment, Health
and Survival, and Political Empowerment. It then ranks them, and it is the rankings that
are published. Although this type of report does not really do anything to address
inequality, it does provide a benchmark tool for organisations and governments to use
to facilitate discussion about gender parity”
15

4. Powerful women who make change feature in a lesson entitled “How can global citizens
debate, make decisions about and act to promote social justice?”, included in the eleventhgrade Moral Education textbook. Students examine two case studies of influential womenone of the Minister of State for Youth Affairs in the UAE - Shamma bint Suhail Faris
Mazrui, and the second of Pakistani Nobel-prize winning women’s rights and children
activist - Malala Yousafzai.

Moral Education, Grade 11, Vol. 3, 2018, pp.58, 62.

“Her Excellency, Minister Shamma bint Suhail Faris Mazrui is the youngest
government minister in the UAE – and believed to be the youngest in the world. She was
22 old when she was appointed to her position in 2016. She strives to represent the
aspirations and concerns of young people to the government, so that it can understand
what young people need to develop as strong leaders and contributors for the future…
Malala Yousafzai is a Nobel-Prize winning women’s rights and children
activist…Malala was determined to go to school and to be educated – something that
was forbidden by a terrorist group at the time…She gave a speech before the UN in
2013…urged world leaders to recognize and promote the rights of women and
children…”
16

5. Articles 2 and 23 from the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights11, are
taught to ninth-graders in the “Moral Rules and Assuming responsibility” unit in a lesson
titled “Aspects of equality among people”. Students are required to discuss each picture in
relation to the human rights article it represents. While the first picture refers to the issues
that cause discrimination, the second picture addresses the problem of unequal opportunities
and the difference between women and men’s occupations and salaries.

Moral Education, Grade 9, Vol. 1, 2018, p. 13.

“a. Look at the pictures from the world and read the article from the UN Declaration of
Human Rights. Give an example from the world to a problem in the society resulting
from non-compliance with each of the mentioned articles.
Article 2 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that every human being is
entitled to all the rights without any regard to race, color, sex, language, religion,
belief, family background, social status, economic status, nationality, or the land in
which he was born.
Article 23 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that everyone has the
right to receive equal pay for equal work (without regard to gender)”
11
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Conclusion
The ME curriculum is ambitious and it reveals the UAE’s considerable effort and motivation to
provide a more holistic curriculum that focuses on personal development as well as traditional
subjects. Moreover, the ME initiative indicates that UAE links its economic and technological
progress to a broader process of modernization—that is, progress comes along with modern and
global values—and morals. It also reflects UAE’s national strategic ambition to ensure social
cohesion in an ethnically and culturally mixed society.
Although what one means by the ‘morally educated person’ is a philosophical question, material
collected in the framework of this report was examined through the lens of IMPACT-se’s
methodology12 based on UNESCO-derived standards of peace and tolerance. Within the scope of
this preliminary report, we chose to focus on one of the four ‘pillars’ which constitute the ME
curriculum, that is “Character and morality”, and within this already narrow framework, we have
focused on three topics: tolerance towards the ‘Other’, peace and conflict resolution, and
equality. Subsequently, important issues, such as concepts of morality embodied in the history
and culture of the UAE, or regional and cultural practices and views, were left out.
The material observed partially meets international standards of peace and tolerance. On one
hand, the textbooks examined promote awareness to social diversity, and foster empathy,
tolerance and respect for the individual ‘other’, a person of another gender, race, religion etc.
However, all ‘other’ characters found in the material, are solely local, and the question of their
different residential status in the UAE is not discussed. Within the topic of equality, which was
one of the three examined in this research, the absence of such a discussion is surprising. Yet, in
one example,13 residents of the UAE may receive scholarships on equal footing with citizens.
More importantly, no examples were found of ‘other’ parties with which the UAE or the Arab
world in general are involved in a conflict or are considered as "enemies" or regional rivals.
These could be political entities or members of competing religions or creeds. As just a small
part of the curriculum was examined, further research is needed to fully examine this statement.
A prominent line of thought in the curriculum, is the concept of recognizing social and cultural
diversity as a source of national power and pride. Being tolerant and respectful towards the
‘other’ as well as having the skills for resolving conflicts in a peaceful manner, are shown to be
an inner strength of a person and of a nation. It also is presented to be in the benefit of students,
as it makes them responsible parts of the society they live in. Nonetheless, as stated above, some
conflicts, maybe the hardest ones to be solved, are not mentioned or even implied.
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Moral Education, Grade 6, Vol. 1, 2018, pp. 75–76.
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Theory and practice are woven together as part of every unit and lesson in the textbooks.
Students are required to not only be aware of definitions and theoretical models, but also being
able to implement them in their everyday life. As their body of knowledge grows, they get more
project assignments requiring them to forward looking at different social issues and encouraging
them to become active citizens of the UAE and the world.
Limited by the narrow scope of the current research, three ‘pillars’ of the ME curriculum (“The
individual and the community”, “Cultural studies”, and “Civic studies”) were not examined.
These topics include a large amount of material, which requires research in order to fully
understand the essence of the ME program.14
Finally, there is a need to deepen and widen the examination of the “Character and Morality”
topic, which was only partially examined within the framework of this report.

14

Note that the ME program represents a segment of the entire UAE curriculum. A proper IMPACT-se analysis
would require the study of the curriculum in its entirety.
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