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How to use this guide
This publication is an educational and commercial planning resource, not a government-issued procedure, 
legal opinion, investment recommendation or guarantee of regulatory approval. Verify current legislation, 
application guidance, fees and conditions directly with the competent authority and qualified advisers before 
financial commitment. Forecast examples are illustrative unless expressly attributed to an official published 
source.

Executive perspective
A private school is simultaneously an educational institution, regulated operating business, property-
dependent project and long-duration investment. Evaluating only population growth or headline fee levels 
obscures important operational, regulatory and capital risks. A credible investment case should connect 
demand, access, differentiation, approval feasibility, unit economics and governance.

Drawing on Unifrida’s advisory work in UAE education since 2013, this guide sets out an evidence-led 
process for deciding whether to invest, which format to pursue and what must be established before a final 
investment commitment.

1 | The UAE opportunity in context
The UAE is not one uniform private-school market. Dubai, Abu Dhabi, Sharjah and the northern emirates 
differ in demand patterns, sector maturity, institutional positioning and approval procedures. Investment 
decisions must therefore be made at emirate, catchment and curriculum level rather than by extrapolating 
national growth.

Dubai: evidence of expansion

KHDA reported 387,441 students across 227 private schools in academic year 2024–25, with 6% year-on-
year enrolment growth and 17 curricula. In August 2025 KHDA reported 233 schools and six planned 
openings for 2025–26. In August 2026 it announced seven schools adding 16,846 places for 2026–27. 
These figures represent different observation dates and should not be combined as a single-period stock 
measure.

New capacity is evidence of market investment, not proof that all new campuses will attain their targeted 
utilisation. Investors should analyse the micro-market, current and announced seat supply, tuition positioning 
and school reputation.

Other emirates

Abu Dhabi’s private school sector is regulated by ADEK and requires a specific licensing pathway. Sharjah’s 
SPEA operates an educational licensing service for investors. Applicants in other emirates should establish 

UNIFRIDA EDUCATION SOLUTIONS   •   Research & Advisory since 2013   •   October 2026



unifrida education solutions

the current competent authority and applicable federal/local requirements early; never assume Dubai 
procedures apply unchanged.

2 | Choosing the education investment thesis
A viable thesis explains which families will enrol, why they will select the proposed school and what the 
institution can sustainably deliver at its target price point.

Investment thesis Questions to validate

Community access Is there unmet demand within realistic travel times 
and school-bus routes?

Curriculum positioning Which qualification pathway fits target families and 
operating capability?

Affordability What tuition and ancillary costs are acceptable to 
the catchment?

Differentiated proposition What educational experience is both meaningful 
and economically deliverable?

Operator-led investment Is an experienced school operator needed to 
establish trust and reduce delivery risk?

3 | Core investment due diligence

Demand and catchment

Map residential population, age cohorts, school-age households, development pipeline, relocation trends 
and willingness to travel. Use a bottom-up enrolment pool rather than applying citywide growth directly.

Competitive supply

Catalogue operating and announced schools by curriculum, fee, age range, location, capacity when 
disclosed, quality signals and admissions availability. Separate observable facts from estimates.

Site and development

Check land-use rights, access, transport, school-bus circulation, drop-off arrangements, phased capacity, 
building concept and approvals before making irrevocable property commitments.

Academic delivery

Test staffing ratios, mandatory subjects, inclusion and safeguarding, specialist rooms, laboratories, sports, 
technology, leadership capacity and recruitment lead times.

Financial sustainability

Model revenue by grade and cohort, fee discounts, collection rates, staff costs, rent/depreciation, utilities, 
transport and outsourced services. Stress-test the pre-break-even period.

4 | Regulatory and structuring questions
Confirm promoter eligibility, ownership and signatory arrangements, economic licensing, educational 
approval process, site requirements, building and safety clearances, academic and financial plans, 
leadership appointments and pre-opening inspections. Specific sequencing depends on emirate.
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In Abu Dhabi, ADEK’s published policy describes a Provisional License Letter, Temporary License (plus No 
Objection Certificate) and General License sequence. Its policy also describes an academic plan and a 10-
year financial plan. Dubai investors should consult KHDA’s current “Opening a New Private School in Dubai” 
guide available through its Forms and Guidelines portal.

5 | A staged investment decision
Gate Minimum evidence Decision

G0: mandate Investor objectives, funds, 
preferred catchment

Proceed to screening?

G1: concept Demand hypothesis, school 
model, regulator pathway

Fund full feasibility?

G2: feasibility Competition, enrolment, site 
options, scenario model

Approve concept and budget 
envelope?

G3: development Approvals map, advisors, site due 
diligence, schedule

Authorise property and 
development commitments?

G4: pre-opening Readiness tests, staffing, 
liquidity, permitted opening status

Authorise launch only after 
required approvals

6 | Main risks and safeguards
Risk Practical safeguard

Overestimated demand Independent market study, phased grade launch, 
downside enrolment case

Fee pressure Test affordability and regulated fee policies; do not 
assume annual increases

Construction and fit-out escalation Quantity surveying, contingency, staged 
procurement

Approval delays Live authority-specific dependency tracker and 
timetable float

Teacher recruitment constraints Early recruitment plan, pay benchmarking, visa lead 
times

Liquidity gaps Monthly cash-flow and committed working-capital 
facilities

Governance weakness Experienced leadership, delegated authority, board 
reporting and audit trail

7 | Indicative engagement scope for an investor
A sensible independent feasibility mandate typically produces: investment thesis; catchment and 
competition assessment; proposed curriculum and positioning; site option assessment; 5–10 year scenario 
model; regulatory and property risk register; implementation pathway; and a concise, conditional go/no-go 
recommendation.

The study should identify unknowns explicitly. An “investment-ready” report is not simply a polished 
forecast: it explains the assumptions, alternatives, timing, risks and the evidence needed to confirm them.
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8 | Investor questions worth asking now
 Who exactly is the paying parent segment, and what evidence supports willingness to enrol?
 What is the realistic journey-time catchment and how many competitors serve it?
 What utilisation is needed for operating break-even and for investment returns?
 Which assumptions matter most: fees, staffing, land costs, grade rollout or enrolment?
 What evidence and permissions are required before signing a land or development contract?
 How much liquidity is needed if enrolment is 25% below plan for two years?
 Who carries accountable responsibility for the academic, commercial and construction workstreams?

Sources and verification links
KHDA landscape 2024–25 — https://web.khda.gov.ae/en/About-Us/News/2025/Dubais-private-school-
sector-records-6-enrolment

KHDA August 2025 opening announcement — https://web.khda.gov.ae/en/About-Us/News/2025/Dubai-to-
welcome-25-new-private-education-institut

KHDA August 2026 opening announcement — https://web.khda.gov.ae/en/About-Us/News/2026/Dubai
%E2%80%99s-private-education-sector-expands-with-new

KHDA provider forms and official guidance — https://web.khda.gov.ae/en/Resources/Forms

ADEK School Licensing Policy v1.1 (September 2024) — 
https://www.adek.gov.ae/-/media/Project/TAMM/ADEK/Policies/School-Policies/Governance-and-
Operations/ADEK_S_Licensing-Policy_EN.pdf

SPEA educational licensing service — https://spea.shj.ae/en/services/issuance-of-educational-license

About Unifrida
Established in 2013, Unifrida Education Solutions is a UAE-based education investment and institutional 
development advisory firm. For more than a decade, Unifrida has advised investors, education operators and 
institutional promoters on establishing and growing private educational institutions in the UAE. Its services 
include market and financial feasibility, regulatory planning, development project coordination, academic 
establishment and operational readiness.

Contact: contact@unifrida.com  |  unifrida.com
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