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HIGHER EDUCATION

Bagging a place at a good university is a clear motivator when it comes to choosing a 
curriculum, but it’s no longer just a matter of getting the grades, writes John Cremer

Choice of curriculum figures high on the list of questions 
most parents want to explore when assessing the relative 
merits of international schools in Hong Kong. During 
their research, they will typically size up everything from 
the teaching of STEM subjects and languages to the 
classroom time given to music, art and design. 

But what they are really looking for is reassurance on 
two counts: that their children will not “miss out” in any 
significant way and that, in the senior years, the chosen 
curriculum creates a clear pathway to university places 
and opportunities beyond. 

Aware of that, leading schools have become expert in 
setting out the plus points of the IB Diploma Programme 
(IBDP), UK-based A-levels, and the international version 
of the national curriculums of France, Germany, Australia 
and the US. 

There is no doubt that each serves its purpose, 
judging by the high overall rate of acceptance at top 
universities around the world, even during the pandemic 
disruptions of the past few years.

But the spirit of friendly rivalry means that every 
school continues to push for improvements. They are 
fine-tuning where necessary, incorporating new 
elements, keeping an eye on the competition and, all the 
time, remaining alert to what college admissions teams 
now look for in candidates.

“For prestigious universities, it used to be grades, 
grades, grades – but that is no longer the case,” says Dr 
Robin Lister, founding headmaster of Malvern College 
Hong Kong, which offers the IBDP for its depth and 
breadth. “Pupils concentrate on a limited number of 
higher and standard subjects, thus keeping their options 
open and ensuring their education is both specialist and 
broad. This leads to more well-rounded individuals and, 
in practice, means that later on you have a doctor who 
can talk about art, an architect with an interest in 
geography, or a linguist who is familiar with maths.”

In his view, a particular strength is the requirement to 
write a 4,000-word extended essay, which stands as a first 
piece of “proper” research. The chosen topic often comes 
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up as an opener in university interviews and the process 
involved is widely seen as useful preparation for studies 
at tertiary level. For the essay, students can write about 
anything – an examination of a specific author’s 
contribution to late 20th century literature, the use of 
enzymes in modern industry, or a comparison between 
baroque music and the traditional music of Africa.

The IBDP also includes a compulsory theory of 
knowledge course which covers key aspects of philoso-
phy and epistemology, as well as the need for critical 
thinking and to question what they are taught. 

“This is an excellent start for any university course,” 
Lister says. “Pupils learn to see connections between 
disparate subjects, to apply knowledge, be willing to 
engage, and to go beyond the confines of one particular 
approach.”

In recent years, he notes, universities elsewhere are 
following America’s example by looking for more than 
academic excellence and wanting to see personality, 
drive, ambition and how candidates have contributed to 

SCHOOL CURRICULA 15FRIDAY, MARCH 10, 2023SOUTH CHINA MORNING POST SPONSORED FEATURE

Formerly a senior official with Singapore’s Ministry of Education 
where she oversaw the running of more than 10 well-regarded 
schools, she is understandably excited by the latest challenge and 
brings a clear vision of how to inspire excellence, promote holistic 
learning, and build a strong sense of community among students, 
teachers, parents and other key stakeholders. 

“Overall, our mission is very simple,” says Woo, who earlier in 
her career served as principal of two schools in Singapore where 
she successfully increased enrolment and pioneered innovations. 
“It is to prepare students for today’s ‘VUCA’ world, which is a 
characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity. 
That means giving them not only the knowledge they need, but also 
the soft skills and social and emotional competencies.” 

This approach reflects Woo’s firm belief in the importance of 
nurturing well-rounded individuals with the personal qualities and 
self-confidence to make the right choices. And it will inform her 
decisions as she guides the school, which was founded in 2019, 
into a post-pandemic era which promises new opportunities for 
sports, drama, volunteering, group projects, team competitions and 
international exchanges.         

“We aim to lay a very strong foundation, and that starts in the 
kindergarten and primary years,” says Woo, noting that Invictus 
offers a “through-train” system taking children all the way up to Year 
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13 in secondary. “We follow a spiral curriculum which progressively 
adds breadth and depth and is also in line with the school’s 
objective of providing a quality, affordable education which sets high 
standards and lets students explore their potential.”  

There are two main campuses, with kindergarten and primary 
classes in Tseung Kwan O and secondary in Chai Wan, where pupils 
do IGCSEs and A-Levels, using the Cambridge programme. This 
choice has proven popular and effective, with the qualifications 
recognised by universities everywhere and the option available in 
Year 12 to do enquiry-based research which goes beyond the usual 
subject areas.  

The curriculum allows for a smooth transition from primary to 
secondary school and has standardised exams along the way to 
ensure core competencies and proficiencies. It also offers a wide 
range of STEM and arts subjects at higher levels and is known for 
its academic rigour.   

“We are mindful that our senior students are competing with 
others globally for places at universities,” Woo says. “Our approach 
is to prepare them to be the best they can be, so they have a 
competitive edge when making those choices.”  

To that end, the concept of going beyond the classroom, to 
give exposure in other ways, is one that Woo is particularly keen to 
develop. She views it as an essential element in holistic education 
where learning comes in many forms and connects what’s learnt in 
the classroom to real-world issues.  

“I have already seen that our students have a lot of potential; 
they are very teachable and open to learning; they have talents and 
strengths we can tap,” she says. “But one key area where I think we 
can do more is in developing leadership and communication skills. 
We can make our students more confident in themselves and more 
forthcoming. We want to encourage them to take leadership of their 
own learning and pursue things they are passionate about.”  

Doing that will become much easier as pandemic-related 
restrictions become a thing of the past and post Covid, Invictus 
wants to offer a diverse range of co-curricular activities, or CCAs, 
from the Arts to Sport, and cognitive domain. 

Since January, students have had the chance to get involved 
in everything from football, fencing and taekwondo to coding, 
chess and cooking. And, depending on interest and demand, the 
current plan is to keep adding to the options, initially with new clubs 
focusing on music, visual arts, and the cognitive domain.    

Besides the fun aspect, the lasting benefits of all such activities 
are readily apparent. They teach life lessons and have a positive 
impact on physical and mental well-being. And, by encouraging 
interaction between children from different backgrounds and age 
groups, they help to hone social skills, self-awareness and much else.  

In future, there may also be regular exchanges, five-day 
immersion programmes and sports competitions with the other 
Invictus schools already up and running in Singapore, mainland 
China, Thailand, Malaysia and Cambodia, as a good way of making 
students more globally savvy and knowledgeable.   

“I’m very passionate about making a difference for staff and 
students and parents,” Woo says. “In particular, I know it is very 
important to build a good relationship with parents who entrust their 
children to us and want to see them succeed. We listen to feedback 
received from parents because it is a great source of ideas on ways 
for us to keep improving. We have good teachers who are caring, 
always give their best, and want to take the school to another level.”

Julia Woo, Head of School

As she settles into her new role as 
head of Invictus School in Hong Kong, 
Julia Woo can draw on an abundance 
of relevant experience when it comes 
to assessing plans and priorities. 
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their school and community, perhaps through involve-
ment in charities or coaching younger pupils.

“Work experience is now increasingly important for a 
wide range of courses – law, architecture, science and 
technology,” Lister says. “When applying, don’t spend 
too much time writing about sporting achievements or 
holiday travel unless it’s directly relevant to the course. 
And remember that a ‘faultless’ personal statement 
might give the impression it has been written by 
someone else.” 

To meet the same broad objectives – high-quality 
education and unlimited opportunity – the German 
Swiss International School (GSIS) offers both the IBDP 
and the Deutsches Internationales Abitur (DIA).

Both final diplomas are recognised globally, but the 
curriculum for the latter qualification, which is overseen 
by the German government, has been carefully designed 
to provide an excellent foundation in languages, sciences, 
mathematics and the arts. Because there is no early 
specialisation, students can explore different interests for 
longer by doing 10 subjects. And to give them real-life 
experience of the workplace, at least one week of 
vocational training is now an integral part of the syllabus. 

“DIA graduates are bilingual and proficient in one of 
Europe’s most widely spoken languages,” says Grit 
Cichon, GSIS deputy principal and head of the German 
international stream. “Those who wish to pursue further 
academic studies at any German university can get an 
education-related resident visa and free tuition. And, for 
admissions, the more holistic approach of German 
universities means that grades matter as much as the 
individual’s portfolio of extracurricular skills.”

According to Simon Misso-Veness, deputy principal 
and head of the English international stream at GSIS, the 
school decided to add the IBDP around 10 years ago. It 
has proved successful in broadening the appeal for a 
more internationally minded body of students and 
parents. It also fits well alongside the DIA in developing 
independent thinkers who focus on the five key 
approaches to learning and the 10 attributes that make 
up the IB learner profile.

In addition, with all the talk these days about STEM, it 
is worth noting that these subjects have long been 
established as core pillars in both GSIS streams and 
consistently been updated too as science and technology 
moves forward. 

“Schools should be reviewing their curriculum 
regularly to consider how these subjects may relate in an 
interdisciplinary way,” Misso-Veness says. “The days of 
teaching in boxes are fast disappearing.”

At the Canadian International School of Hong Kong 
(CDNIS), there is a variation in that almost all senior 
students finish with a dual diploma. One is the IBDP, the 
other the OSSD (Ontario Secondary School Diploma), 
and having both is seen as advantageous for university 
applications. It also reflects the diverse aspects of the 
school’s identity found in its name, something further 
reinforced by a comprehensive Mandarin programme for 
all grades and active student involvement in local 
community-based initiatives. 

“Central to our mandate is to provide a future-ready 
education,” says Dr David Butler, upper school principal 
at CDNIS. “Our investment in design, robotics and 
science programmes is testament to this. However, we 
also believe that students should balance STEM subjects 
with physical health, the creative arts and character 
education. The world needs scientists and technicians 
who are also ethical and share a sense of common 
humanity.”

With regard to next steps, the general aim is to 
produce graduates who will fulfil their potential and “add 
value” to a university, wherever they choose to enrol.

“But it is important to understand that now there is no 
such thing as a ‘typical’ applicant,” says Dr Chantelle 
Jackson-Boothby, CDNIS director of university and 
college counselling. “[Admissions offices] look for 
evidence of maturity, leadership, concern for others, and 

Colleges now look for 
sustained and exceptional 
involvement in one or  
two areas – not the  
all-rounder profile 
MARTIN CAMPION, CAMPION COLLEGE CONSULTANCY

The Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Cambridge, Massachusetts, US, is one of the most prestigious technical universities in the 
world with a long list of Nobel Prize-winning alumni. Photo: AP

they seek to identify students who will both inspire and 
be inspired by others during their university years and 
beyond.”

She adds that there may be a misconception about 
the supposed preference for well-rounded applicants. 
More usually, universities are actually more interested in 
what makes candidates unique, whether through 
academic achievements or extracurricular interests, and 
how these experiences have shaped their development 
and sense of service. 

“Everything changed in higher education admissions 
as a result of the pandemic,” Jackson-Boothby says, 
noting that one of the biggest impacts can be seen in the 
undergraduate admissions process in the US. “The 
standardised testing landscape has evolved there, with 
few colleges now requiring it and the vast majority 
continuing to adopt a ‘test-optional/flexible’ or ‘test-
blind’ policy even for the coming admissions cycle.” 

To help clarify the whole process for prospective 
applicants, Nord Anglia International School Hong Kong 
(NAISHK) has instigated a well-received “fireside Fridays” 
programme. This allows staff to take a more informal, 
personalised approach to offering advice on topics 
ranging from researching university courses and acing 
Ivy League applications, to getting part-time jobs, taking 
a gap year, career options, changing courses and even 
student activism. 

There is also a series of “teatime talks” where 
university representatives speak exclusively to the 
NAISHK community and, for example, take questions 
about how the IBDP’s CAS (creativity, activity and 
service) module is viewed and what else is needed to 
stand out from the crowd.

“All of our students get into one of their first-choice 
universities, as a result of a programme which ensures we 
find the best-fit choices for each individual,” says higher 
education and CAS coordinator Susan Holt. 

Others, of course, such as Invictus School Hong Kong, 
favour the IGCSE curriculum leading to A-levels. It might 
require fewer subjects – three or four – in the final two 
years, but supporters emphasise the greater focus, long 
history, and the fact that many educators still regard 
A-levels as the “gold standard”.

More recent modifications mean students can also do 
a Cambridge Board inquiry-based International Project 
Qualification, or IPQ, which entails writing a research 
paper on a chosen topic outside their usual subject areas. 
Furthermore, an intermediate AS qualification, taken in 
the penultimate year, is a good gauge of progress and 
generally carries more weight than a projected grade for 
university applications.

“In my experience, universities will look at each 
applicant in their own context and not prefer one over 
another based on the curriculum that their school 
happens to offer,” adds Martin Campion, founder and 
senior adviser of Campion College Consultancy. 
“Recognise too that straight A*s at A-level or 40+ on the 
IBDP do still impress, but only get you into the ballpark 
for highly selective universities. They increasingly use 
their own assessment tests, in addition to interviews, to 
make their admission decisions. Also, colleges that do 
look closely at achievement beyond the classroom now 
look for sustained and exceptional involvement in one or 
two areas, not the all-rounder profile.”
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With 290 international schools worldwide in the running for the 
awards, ICHK HLY was recognised for the initiatives that the school 
has put in place to promote engagement with the natural world and to 
develop an understanding of the role that students play in sustainability. 

“To have been shortlisted is already quite an achievement, but to 
win this award is a great recognition of the work that we’ve been doing,” 
said Derek Pinchbeck, Head of School at ICHK, Kindergarten & Primary. 

Indeed, stepping on to the school grounds makes it easy to 
understand why the school beat out their competitors. The seamless 
transition between the outdoor and indoor learning space firmly sets 
learning within a natural environment. For this reason, the environment 
fosters an eagerness amongst students to explore and get messy as part 
of their socialising and learning. This ultimately makes for an engaged 
and involved student body keen to use their skills and knowledge to build 
a more sustainable world.  This development of highly knowledgeable 
and skilled students with the desire to use those knowledge and skills to 
make their world better is “what schools should be all about,” explained 
Pinchbeck.

Founded by a group of like-minded parents almost four decades 
ago, ICHK HLY is a non-profit school that takes advantage of Hong 
Kong’s unique natural environment to create a happy, healthy and 
learning community that empowers all its students to flourish. 

“Because of this sense of family and community, we are genuinely 
committed to our mission to empower everyone to flourish. We have 
a broad holistic view of education, which allows our students to 
flourish academically, socially, emotionally and physically, which are all 
interconnected,” explained Pinchbeck. 

For this reason, it’s easy to see why the school is known as a happy 
school. Students are genuinely happy to go to school while the school 
defines its success by this happiness which comes from students feeling 
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challenged and supported in all areas of their learning and development. 
“I’m at the gate greeting the students every day and we give them 

a high-five and then they’re into a school which values outdoor spaces 
as much as it’s modern well equipped classrooms. We have this huge 
green field which is very unusual for Hong Kong, physically, students 
have the space to run, play and climb,” said Pinchbeck.

By engaging students physically and academically in quality outdoor 
as well as indoor spaces, allows students to authentically explore their 
sense of self and get messy with their learning. Wellbeing is further 
supported, because the students who get out of their comfort zones 
have a higher desire to experience new things and add a layer of 
richness to their lives.  This confidence to try challenging things, whether 
they be academic or physical, is an important element of helping 
students to flourish. 

“Students learn to react positively to situations that may be initially 
challenging, this may be solving a difficult maths problem or the fear 
of getting dirty or climbing to the top of the climbing frame,” stated 
Pinchbeck.

The importance placed on being knowledgeable about the natural 
world that we live in is also a valuable goal in and of itself. 

“This is especially true in Hong Kong where 70 per cent of the land 
is still undeveloped,” explained Pinchbeck. “Not teaching children to be 
knowledgeable with and love nature is thus effectively barring children 
from enjoying a majority of the experiences that Hong Kong has to offer,” 
he explained. 

The school takes the research of Dr Helen Street, a world famous 
educational consultant, seriously. Street advocates that student 
wellbeing should be strongly supported by school grounds that offer 
opportunities for play in a natural setting. 

In this context, ICHK HLY excels and stands out. Whether it is their 
outdoor classroom, trips to the woods, or its new Organic Garden, 
children have the opportunity to experience a vast range of opportunities 

to grow socially by interacting with their peers in a unique natural setting 
that provides plenty of meaning and growth. 

In a stunning example of how the school has further utilised its 
extensive outdoor space to embrace learning in a natural environment, 
last year, the students planted their very own Miyawaki Forest, which is 
a method of planting designed to promote the speed of growth through 
the dense planting of trees. The forest is expected to reach maturity in 
approximately four to five years. 

Pinchbeck explained that a vital component of the school’s thinking 
around this project was to provide transferability of knowledge for 
students. Therefore, the school made sure that all of the more than 300 
species that were planted, were indigenous to Hong Kong.

“Our aim was that as children grow and explore more of their natural 
environment they will come across the same plants that they had grown 
to love on the school grounds,” he said. “It is our hope that engendering 
a love of local flora and fauna in Kindergarten and Primary School will 
mean that our students will flourish into adults who are passionate 
advocates for sustainability in Hong Kong and beyond.” 

For these reasons, Pinchbeck emphasised that learning does not just 
take place in a classroom but is truly integrated into the students’ lives. 
With such hands-on experiences that are rich and fulfilling, Pinchbeck’s 
humorous advice to parents is: “If you want your child to come home 
clean every day, we’re not the school for you!”

Hong Kong’s very own International College Hong 
Kong Hong Lok Yuen (ICHK HLY) recently beat 
international competition from 61 countries to take 
home the highly coveted Sustainability Award as part 
of the International School Awards 2023 organised 
by ISC Research, a leading provider of international 
school data, trends and intelligence based in the UK.  

We have a broad holistic view of 
education, which allows our students 
to flourish academically, socially, 
emotionally and physically.
Derek Pinchbeck, Head of School at ICHK, 
Kindergarten & Primary
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