KERALA’S LEADING BUSINESS LIFESTYLE MAGAZINE

Outstanding
KERALA -

ISSN 2979-2673

SUNN

The Man Who B
C

RREY

SSTO0MSAMEross
nts




CREATIVE

TEAM

EDITOR IN CHIEF
SIBIN CYRIAC

MANAGING EDITOR
PHILIP DEVASIA

ASSOCIATE EDITOR
NAYANTHARA PV

ART DIRECTOR
ASWANI M MENON

DESIGN
NEO DIGITAL

AR magazine@outstandingkerala.com
N7 www.outstandingkerala.com

DIRECTOR & CEO
BENJITH BENNY

MULTIMEDIA PRODUCER

HAINAK

PHOTOGRAPHY
PETER GRAY

TECH DIRECTOR
KEVIN TOM

IT
TGI TECHNOLOGIES

Outstanding Kerala

ISSN 2979-2673

A Publication By The Paper Fuel Ltd.
Frequency: Monthly

Publisher: The Paper Fuel Ltd.
Liverpool, United Kingdom

© 2025 The Paper Fuel Limited. All rights reserved.

The Paper Fuel Business Magazine is published by The Paper Fuel Limited. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted
in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the publisher. The views and opinions expressed by contributors are their
own and do not necessarily reflect those of the publisher. All advertisements and sponsored content are subject to our terms and conditions,

available online.

Outstanding
KERALA -~

APRIL 2026 Edition

Outstanding Kerala

The Paper Fuel Limited
96 Rhodesia road
Fazakerley

Liverpool

United Kingdom- L99BX




K

1960s, a handful of children sat at wooden

desks while the desert heat pressed softly
against the windows. Their teachers, newly
arrived from Kerala, believed education could
travel, that it could cross borders the way
people did, quietly, persistently.

I n a modest classroom in Dubai in the late

Years later, their son would take that fragile idea
and scale it into something immense.
Sunny Varkey did not inherit an empire. He
inherited a conviction that education, when
done right, is both a private promise and a
public force. What he built from it was not
merely a network of schools, but a global archi-
tecture of aspiration.

Today, across continents, millions of students
walk into GEMS classrooms. Few of them know
that it all began with two teachers, a rented
space, and a belief that learning could outgrow

geography.
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Inheritance of an Idea

Sunny Varkey’s story begins with his parents,
K.S. Varkey and Mariamma Varkey, who found-
ed their first school in Dubai in 1959. They were
among the early Indian educators who recog-
nized a growing need for quality schooling for
expatriate children in the Gulf.

For Sunny, education was not abstract. It was
lived. He grew up around classrooms, school
corridors, and the quiet discipline of teaching.

But inheriting a school is not the same as inher-
iting a vision. That would come later.
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From Teacher to Builder

Varkey began his career as a teacher. It was a
brief phase, but a formative one. He understood
early that education was not just about curricu-
lum, it was about systems, access, and scale.
In the 1980s, he took over the family business
and began expanding it. The Gulf was changing.
Its expatriate population was growing rapidly,
and with it came demand for structured,
high-quality schooling.

Varkey saw an opportunity not just to expand,
but to professionalize education.

The Birth of GEMS

Global Education Management Systems, better
known as GEMS Education, was not built over-
night. It evolved.

Under Varkey’s leadership, the organization
expanded beyond Indian curriculum schools
into British, IB, and American systems. This
was a strategic shift. It allowed GEMS to cater to
a truly international audience.

By the 2000s, GEMS had transformed into one
of the world’s largest private education compa-
nies, operating schools across the Middle East,
Europe, Asia, and North America.

What set it apart was not just scale, but diversi-
ty. GEMS schools ranged from premium institu-
tions to more affordable models, attempting to
bridge different socio-economic segments

Education as Infrastructure

Varkey’s most significant insight was this: edu-
cation is infrastructure.

Just as cities need roads and ports, societies
need schools that can absorb growth. GEMS
positioned itself as a provider of that infra-
structure, particularly in regions experiencing
rapid demographic change.
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This approach turned education into a
long-term investment model. Governments
partnered. Investors took an interest. GEMS
became not just a school operator, but a strate-
gic player in global education.

The Philanthropic Turn

For all its commercial success, Varkey’s narra-
tive is incomplete without philanthropy.
In 2013, he pledged $1 billion to improve access
to education globally through the Varkey Foun-
dation. The foundation focuses on teacher
training, advocacy, and global recognition of
educators.

The Global Teacher Prize, often described as
the “Nobel Prize for teaching,” became its
flagship initiative. It reframed teaching as a
profession worthy of global celebration and
serious investment.

This was not charity as an afterthought. It was
an extension of his core belief, that teachers are
the real architects of society.
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Controversy and Critique

No large education empire escapes scrutiny.
GEMS has faced criticism over tuition fees,
commercialization of education, and accessi-
bility. Critics argue that private education, even
when scaled, risks deepening inequality.

7

Varkey’s model walks a fine line between busi-
ness and social good.

Yet, even critics acknowledge that he has forced
governments and global institutions to rethink
education as a scalable, investable sector
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A Global Classroom

Today, GEMS Education operates dozens of
schools worldwide, educating hundreds of
thousands of students from diverse back-
grounds.

Its classrooms are microcosms of globalization,
where cultures intersect, languages overlap,
and aspirations stretch beyond borders.
Varkey’s legacy lies not just in buildings, but in
systems, curricula, and networks that continue
to evolve with a rapidly changing world.

Reflection

Sunny Varkey’s story sits at an unusual intersec-
tion, where commerce meets conscience, and

D

where classrooms become instruments of global
change.

He did not simply expand a family school. He
industrialized an idea, that education can move
with people, adapt to markets, and still retain its
human core.

In a century defined by mobility, migration, and
inequality, his work raises a quiet but urgent
question.

Can education remain a right when it is also a
business?

Inside every GEMS classroom, that question
lingers, not as a contradiction, but as a challenge
still unfolding
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