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EDITOR’S NOTE

Teachers at Hong Kong’s international schools are rightly proud of the overall 
educational experience they provide their charges. Recent issues of the Good 
Schools Guide have looked at aspects of school life beyond whiteboards and 
textbooks, like the various high-quality music and sports programmes offered 
by schools.

Yet at the end of the day, education boils down to what is taught in the 
classroom and at the heart of this is each school’s curriculum. The  
importance of this is the focus of today’s issue. We start with a round-up of 
the various curricula on offer at international schools in Hong Kong (page 4), 
before looking more in-depth. On page 10, we examine the International 
Baccalaureate’s Career-related Programme (IBCP) and how it differs from the 
more widely known Diploma Programme. We also look at how different 
curricula can affect university admissions (page 14), and which kind of 
curriculum kids should be following at the early years stage (page 18).

It’s not all curricula matters, though. With the pandemic behind us, we check 
in with Hong Kong’s international schools to see how pastoral care is being 
handled in its wake (page 22). Tech in the classroom is another pertinent 
issue. AI app ChatGPT has been making headlines with its ability to write 
convincing essays. Our article on page 26 examines how educators are 
handling this cutting-edge development.

AI makes social media look like yesterday’s tech, but it’s pervasive position in 
society means it is here to stay. We look at how international schools are 
educating pupils about everything from the positive career opportunities it 
provides to its potential dangers (page 34).

Last but by no means least is an investigation into the health of the kindergar-
ten sector in Hong Kong (page 38). Low birth rates and the much talked about 
“expat exodus” has raised concerns that a worrying percentage of the city’s 
kindergarten schools are in danger of closing as the number of potential 
pupils plummets. Is this worst-case scenario really in danger of coming true?

There’s a wealth of information in this issue. We hope you find it useful and 
that it tides you over until our next issue in the summer. Enjoy!

Douglas Parkes
Editor
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International Schools Festival
The South China Morning Post’s International Schools Festival – Kowloon provides a 

platform to connect local and expat parents and their children with leading international 
and private schools and learning centres in Hong Kong.

Parents can meet teachers and representatives from dozens of Hong Kong’s best 
international schools, who will be ready to provide helpful advice on different curricula, 
admission tips, interviews and more.

Not sure where to start? Below are words from principals of some of the most highly-
sought after international schools in Hong Kong, which should help you make the best 
choice for your child.

As an international city, students in Hong Kong are spoilt for choice when it comes to international 
schools and the various curricula on offer. Yet based on the schools’ experiences, being able to 
follow a national specific curriculum touts many benefits. 

As explained by Kenny Duncan, Principal at Nord Anglia International School Hong Kong (NAIS), 
a national curriculum ensures nationwide uniformity of content and standards in education which 
means that children are taught the same things based on content that is government approved. For 
this reason, they can clearly identify subject areas, find their strong suits and make a transition to 
their home countries. The advantage for international schools is that they can adopt this and layer it 
alongside its own school curriculum to enhance students’ learning and facilitate instruction. 

“So, there are definite advantages,” explained Duncan. “If I were teaching with British Schools in 
the UK it’s far more prescriptive, you have to stick to the structure, but international schools get to 
take the best bits of the English curriculum and blend it with other aspects of other schools.” he said.

Headquartered in London, Nord Anglia Education is an education group with schools around the 
world. Its global reach means that there is opportunity for each Nord Anglia school to adopt and 
implement any curriculum that fits their context. This enables the schools to truly localize to deliver 
the best education wherever they are. 

“We have 82 schools which have differences in the way they are designed and built around their 
content and where they are in the world,” Kenny Duncan, Principal at NAIS explained.

Julia Woo, who was recently appointed head of Invictus School in Hong Kong, has 
already outlined a number of clear priorities. In terms of broader vision, her goal is to 
inspire excellence, promote the concept of holistic learning, and build a strong sense of 
community among students, teachers and parents. 

One key area where she hopes to do more is in developing students’ leadership and 
communication skills. This can be done by providing more opportunities to learn outside 
the classroom through a combination of co-curricular activities, assuming responsibilities 
within the school’s “house” system, and taking part in exchanges with other Invictus 
schools overseas.       

Previously a senior official in Singapore’s Ministry of Education, overseeing more than 
10 schools as a cluster superintendent, Woo believes it is important to prepare students 
for a complex, uncertain abd volatile world.  

“That means equipping them not only with the knowledge they need, but also the 21st 
century soft skills and social and emotional competencies,” she says.  

As learning comes in many forms, Woo believes that connecting what is learnt in the 
classroom to real-world issues and guiding students to make good choices by inculcating 
the right values is of paramount importance. Her approach reflects a desire to deliver 
student-centred education in the social, moral, emotional, physical and cognitive domains.

Ian Clayton has been a key member of the teaching staff at the French 
International School (FIS) for the past nine years and is currently deputy head. He is 
also head of the international stream which, starting with the Early Years Programme 
for 3 to 5-year-olds, takes students by way of the IGCSE syllabus all the way through 
to the IB Diploma Programme.

The school’s overall approach is child-centred, research-informed and project-
based, with a strong emphasis on bilingualism, academic standards and pastoral care. 

The challenges associated with Covid naturally saw FIS focusing extra attention 
on various aspects of students’ mental health and well-being. One objective was to 
provide practical support and guidance to help everyone deal with the enforced switch 
to online learning and all the adjustments that entailed.  

But the school has also made a point of keeping a close eye on the impact of 
social media in the wider sense. This is done with the help of input from teachers, 
parents and trained counsellors. They understand the realities of the digital age 
where, as Clayton notes, social media frames the lives of students from the age of 12 
upwards. But they also recognise the need to highlight and minimise the negatives.

In her role as the recently appointed head of Australian International School Hong Kong (AISHK), 
Mina Dunstan has a clear set of priorities. Initially, of course, that includes establishing connections, 
building relationships, listening and learning. 

But beyond that, her mission is to strengthen the school’s unique identity and its palpable sense 
of community, and to keep creating opportunities for students to excel both academically and in a 
wide range of co-curricular and service learning activities. 

In doing this, Dunstan can draw on the experience gained during 17 years in Hong Kong’s 
education sector with ESF schools and, previously, as a principal in Australia.   

“I know the city and the context and, having worked closely with parents, I know the value they 
place on education,” she says. 

Nowadays, that means giving students the communication, social and research skills needed to 
win places at top universities around the world. And because society increasingly looks for creators, 
thinkers and shapers, it also means nurturing individual talents and finding ways to let them shine. 

So, besides encouraging sports, music, drama and visual arts, Dunstan is keen to see more 
involvement in community-based projects, believing these can teach potentially transformative 
lessons about leadership and solving practical problems.

Nord Anglia International 
School Hong KongInvictus School Hong Kong

French International School (FIS)Australian International School 
Hong Kong
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www.nais.hkwww.invictus.edu.hk

www.fis.edu.hkwww.aishk.edu.hk
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pathway that can be tailored to allow students to focus on 
one or two areas of interest and develop transferable 
skills that are applicable to many different contexts, 
including further education and the world of work.”

Through the CP framework, students take between 
two and four IBDP courses at Higher or Standard Level, 
in combination with their career-related studies (CRS), 
while fulfilling the relevant related and distinctive CP  
core requirements.

“All components of the CP reflect a balance between 
career-related objectives and academic rigour with the 
aim of cultivating internationally minded and well-
rounded students, while allowing them to access multiple 
pathways including higher education, employment and 
apprenticeship,” Shen says.

She explains that there are three main types of 
students that are more suited for the IBCP: students that 
find it challenging to cope with specific elements of the 
IBDP, often related to science, maths and language; 
students that know exactly what they want to study and 
want to specialise to get a “head start” in their field; and 
students who want to spend more time honing their 
specialist skill set – often related to music, performing arts 
and athletics, in a more hands-on learning environment. 
Shen also believes the IBCP may also be better-suited for 
students with certain learning disabilities.

The following list summarises the main differences 
and commonalities between the IBCP and IBDP:

“The IBCP framework offers flexibility and integra-
tion,” says Shen, who also works as RCHK’s scholarship 
manager. “The model cleverly combines the career- 
specific learning that is linked with industry standards 
with academic subjects from the DP, from which the 
students can choose between two to four subjects 
depending on their career aspirations and personal 
capability. The core components of the CP then connect 

the dots to draw everything together through the study  
of a second language, a personal and professional skills 
course, service learning and a culminating reflective 
project which addresses an ethical dilemma in their 
chosen field of work or career path.” 

She believes that, in many ways, this solves many of 
the core issues that the DP is facing. For example, 
students who are interested in a medical career can opt 
for three HL science subjects and top up with a pre-med 
course for their career-related studies. Similarly, students 
with a strong passion for the arts can choose all creative 
DP subjects, and at the same time, study university 
foundation courses at an art institute for their career-
related studies.

“Over the years I also have had the chance to meet 
students who excel in one particular area such as music, 
visual arts, drama or sports, and very often these students 
discovered a passion in those areas and devoted much of 
their time towards perfecting their skills and technique,” 
Shen says. “In my conversations with them, they all 
expressed that if they could, they would have preferred to 
spend more time on their interest area rather than having 
that time taken away by science, mathematics courses or 
some other subject that they have little interest in.”

It got to the point where RCHK was starting to lose 
students to schools that offered GCE A-levels, Business 
Technology Educational Council (BTEC) courses or other 
equivalent vocational programmes. So when the school 
brought on the IBCP, Shen thought it was “a necessary 
and welcome addition”.

Two notable examples of successful RCHK IBCP 
alumni are Casey Chan and Haylie Tsang, two talented 
visual artists who supplemented their studies with 
university-level foundation courses at the Savannah 
College of Art and Design (SCAD), one of RCHK’s partner 
institutes for career-related studies. This led to them 
getting accepted into world-renowned art schools, 
California Institute of the Arts (CalArt) and Central St 
Martins – University Arts London, respectively.

“The IBCP was the perfect programme for me 
because I knew that I wanted to study art,” says Chan, 
who graduated from RCHK in 2016. “It allowed me to 
focus on what I’m really passionate about and not worry 
about other subjects that aren’t as helpful for my future.

“We were given lots of opportunities to experience 
different art and design majors, to give us a feel of what 
each requires. It also gave me a taste of college life, which 
made me better prepared.

“The exposure to the very different curriculum at 
SCAD pushed me further in my development as an 
artist,” she adds. “Being educated by two institutions at 
the same time provided me with different perspectives of 
art-making, which helped the quality of my work both 
conceptually and technically. As a result, I was able to 
produce work that I probably wouldn’t have been able to 
otherwise.”

“The IBCP offered me what the DP programme could 
not. For two years it allowed me to focus on the career 
that I wanted for the future, to meet people who share the 
same passion as me, and to grow as a creative individual 
– all to a greater extent than if I had been doing the 
IBDP,” says Tsang, who graduated in 2018. “I was able to 
develop my artistic and creative skills within the art 
industry. I learned to become a better presenter, 
collaborator and most importantly, a better designer.

“I feel that the skills that I have inherited from this 
programme really helped me with my future studies both 
in art and other industries,” she continues. “I have 
developed skills that are geared toward my future studies 
but at the same time those skills can be expanded to 
other fields. I tend to see that I enjoy the workload and 
what I’m doing because the things I do I know are 
beneficial for my future studies and career.”

As of now, the ESF appears to be the leader in offering 
alternative curricula in Hong Kong with their King George 
V School (KGV) currently the only school in Hong Kong 
that offers the IBDP, IBCP and BTEC qualifications. BTEC 
qualifications are even more specialised and employ a 
continuous assessment and assignment model and have 
less examinations and academic rigour than the IBCP. 
This means every KGV student has a chance to play to his 
or her strengths.

“We have had huge success with our BTEC and IBCP 
students achieving outstanding grades and attending 
universities all over the world, including the US, UK, 
Australia and right here in Hong Kong,” says KGV 
vice-principal Rory McKeague. “We would recommend 
that more schools offer a greater number of pathways to 
students and offer them an authentic personalised 
learning experience, with the rewards being happy and 
fulfilled students prepared for life beyond the classroom.”

At the rate at which educational paradigms are 
shifting, with expectations of and demands on schools 
continuing to change, parents can expect to see more of 
Hong Kong’s top international schools offering the IBCP, 
BTEC, and other new innovative curricula that cater 
directly for student’s needs.
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Not only is it the only school outside of Canada that offers both 
the IB and Ontario Secondary School Diploma (OSSD), but it also 
stands out as a big school that has created an intimate environment 
that supports senior students to succeed and prepare themselves 
for their transition to university.

“We’ve established ourselves as one of the top international 
schools in Hong Kong and we are unique,” explained Dr Chantelle 
Jackson-Boothby, Director of University Counselling at CDNIS, Hong 
Kong. "We are an International Baccalaureate (IB) World School 
and an Ontario Ministry of Education inspected and authorized 
institution – which means that our students undertake not only the 
IB Diploma Programme but also the globally recognised OSSD.”

The OSSD is awarded by the Ontario Ministry of Education to 
students in Ontario, Canada based on their earning of 30 course 
credits, both compulsory and elective, between grades 9 and 12. 
The Ministry authorizes several international schools to award 
credits and the OSSD, inspecting them on an annual basis to 
ensure that its high standards are met. The Ontario curriculum 
is rigorous, progressive and student-centred, making it a natural 
complement to IB programmes.

Many students enjoy doing the OSSD because it is a non-
exam-taking system, it is easy to convert credits and has a flexible 
academic system. It also has a high degree of recognition and 
admission rates for top-tier overseas colleges and universities. 

In Hong Kong, CDNIS is the only school that offers the dual 
diploma of the Ontario Secondary School Diploma and IB Diploma 
programme. While this may sound daunting and rigorous, Jackson-
Boothby reassures that CDNIS does a brilliant job intertwining the 
two diplomas so that students can easily do both. 

“Yes, it sounds intense, but it's important to note that our 
students are not duplicating work," explained Jackson-Boothby. 
She explained that while students are undertaking both the IBDP 
and the OSSD, they’re earning those credits across both curricula, 

An Education Like No Other

so that whatever classes they take in the IB diploma programme, 
those then also meet the requirements for the OSSD and they gain 
credits there, too.

The key advantage of the dual diploma programme is that 
students finish high school with both of those diplomas under their 
belts, which helps them stand out from the crowd when applying to 
universities around the world.

To earn the OSSD, students are required to complete 
compulsory credits which are done alongside the IB credits, so “if 
they can be successful in both, this is something that looks very 
unique when students apply to university”, Jackson-Boothby said.  

Since many of the international schools and some local schools 
in Hong Kong offer the IB, British and American curriculums, students 
in Hong Kong who graduate with the IB and OSSD stand out.

“It’s a really great way for students to differentiate themselves 
from their peers and it also shows that they can handle the rigours 
of these two programmes which translates well to the academic 
rigours of university life, “Jackson-Boothby added. 

On top of this, having the dual diploma recognition also 
means that students are not limited to applying to just Canadian 
universities. With both diplomas, the world becomes their oyster. 

“Of course, by default and by sheer definition of studying the 
OSSD, it must seem like our students are only interested in going 
to Canada, but our students are applying globally, to universities 
in Canada, the United Kingdom, the United States, Australia, Hong 
Kong, etc.” Jackson-Boothby emphasized.

“From a purely evaluative perspective, our students often will 
receive offers based on one curriculum or the other, which is great 
because they can be awarded offers from universities based on 
having met one of the two conditions,” she said.

With such a unique programme, CDNIS has a brilliant track 
record of its students attending top-tier universities all over the 
world, from Johns Hopkins University in the USA to University 

College London to the University of Edinburgh, University of Hong 
Kong, and universities in Canada such as the University of British 
Columbia, University of Toronto and McGill University. 

Another stand-out aspect of the Upper School at Canadian 
International School of Hong Kong is its unique University 
Counselling Programme. Jackson-Boothby, along with her team 
of two other university counsellors which will be three next year, 
focus primarily on supporting students and their families on their 
university applications. Their aim is to ensure students are aware of 
all of the higher education options open to them. 

“We want students to start thinking about their university goals 
early on and to make informed decisions both inside and outside of 
the classroom,” says Jackson-Boothby.

While academic rigour is certainly a strength at CDNIS, Jackson-
Boothby said that school life at CDNIS is also a big draw for any 
potential applicants. 

“We pride ourselves in being a school that promotes community, 
we want students to explore their creativity and develop leadership 
skills,” she said. The school is also committed to helping students 
clue in to what life is like outside of the classroom, as such they 
are constantly motivated by their peers to challenge and stretch 
themselves beyond the four walls of the school and to take part in 
its plentiful extra-curricular activities. 

CDNIS credits its student successes to the support it provides 
and in the way the school prepares students for the challenges of 
a university environment. As a result of this commitment, Jackson-
Boothby said that students who return from university express that 
their transition from secondary school to university was seamless 
thanks to the support that CDNIS provided. 

“When we get down to what we want our students to 
accomplish in secondary school, we are really supporting them not 
only in the classroom but through mentorship academically and 
through counselling,” she said.

When it comes to offering an 
international education in Hong Kong 
that is wholly unique, few can beat the 
Upper School curriculum at Canadian 
International School, Hong Kong.

We pride ourselves in being a school 
that promotes community, we want 
students to explore their creativity 
and develop leadership skills.

Dr Chantelle Jackson-Boothby, Director of 
University Counselling at CDNIS, Hong Kong
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