
e s s e n t i a l
RM 45

e d u c a t i o n  2 0 1 1

u n i v e R s i t ys p e c i a l n e e d si n t e R n at i o n a lp R e s c ho ol

the ultiMate guide  to leaRning in Malaysia



printed by 
times offset (m) sdn bhd  (194695-W)
bangunan times publishing, Lot 46,  
subang hi tech industrial park, 
batu tiga 40000 shah Alam

Proud members of

the views expressed in the articles published are not necessarily those of 
mongoose publishing sdn bhd (580051-K). While every reasonable care is 
taken in compiling the magazine, the publisher shall not be held liable for 
any omission, error or inaccuracy. please notify the publisher in writing of 
any such omission, error or inaccuracy. editorial contributions are welcome, 
but unsolicited materials are submitted at the sender’s risk. the publisher 
cannot accept any responsibility for loss or damage. All rights reserved by 
mongoose publishing sdn bhd  (580051-K). no part of this publication may 
be reproduced in any form without the publisher’s permission in writing. 
Kdn pp 17105/10/2011(028909)

editorial  
editor@expatriatelifestyle.com
Publisher Lilyana Aziz
editor matt bellotti 
Features editor helen hickey
Junior editor ian Johnston
editorial executive eleanor Lopez
researchers edrea sun, shahminan samion
Contributors Annette nelwan, Laura Webb, 
michelle Whytcross, sam Coleman,  
Veera pitkanen

advertising  
advertising@expatriatelifestyle.com
group sales Manager Charlene tan
sales executives Abill Zackry, 
Azleen Abd. sattar, tee ee Lune

design  
production@mongooseasia.com
group Creative director hyzein Kamarudin
designers Aini suraya nasaruddin, boey foong

website  
pkanna@mongooseasia.com
Multimedia Manager prem Vasenth Kanna
web developer elana Chee mei Ling

Marketing  
marcom@expatriatelifestyle.com
Marketing & events Manager mei tan
Marketing & events executive Charlie yik
Marketing & Circulation executive fanny ng

PUbliC relations   
Pr Manager nazeen Koonda

adMinistration  
accounts rafidah ismail
Human resources executive Zalita Kamarul
despatch mohd Khairie Abdul rahim

PUblisHed by
mongoose pubLishing sdn bhd (580051-K)
Level 36, menara Ambank
8 Jalan yap Kwan seng, 50450 Kuala Lumpur
tel: 03–2166 6650   fax: 03–2166 6651

ManageMent  
mongoose@expatriatelifestyle.com
group Md graham paling
Publishing director mark harvey 
Ceo russell Channon
editorial director matthew bellotti  
international business development director 
richard beatty
executive Publisher intan shafinas bte meor Zailan

AUDIT BUREAU OF CIRCULATIONS
(Incorporated in Malaysia)

19,312
(1st July 2008 - 30th June 2009)

e s s e n t i a l  e d u c at i o n  2011

c o n t e n t s

8   Editor’s NotE

INTRODUCTION

10  LEarNiNg starts HErE
 as standards and investment   
 in Malaysian education rise, 
 there is nothing to fear from   
 learning here
16  HooraH for HoLiday CaMps
 a selection of  the best and   
 brightest ways to keep kids   
 entertained in the school   
 holidays

PRESCHOOL

34  WHy MoNtEssori?
 What is Montessori education and  
 why is it proving so popular with  
 parents and children alike?
44  outsidE tHE CurriCuLuM
 the most interesting offerings to  
 keep youngsters entertained and  
 learning after the school bell sounds
56  sMart pLay
 Learning through recreation with  
 the best of  play and activity centres

PRIMARY SCHOOL

76  MuLtipLE iNtELLigENCE
 understanding just how your child  
 learns and the implication that has  
 for their future
83  CurriCuLuM MattErs
 Exploring the various curricula on  
 offer in Malaysia from the old school  
 to the contemporary
90  fEEdiNg tHEM BEttEr
 inside the canteens and dining  
 rooms of  Malaysia’s international  
 schools

SECONDARY SCHOOL

109 tHE WorLd’s BEst sCHooLs: 
 NoW iN MaLaysia
 the legion of  global education  
 centres of  excellence queuing up to  
 open their doors here
116 tHird CuLturE Kids
 Exclusive interview with the lady  
 who literally wrote the book on  
 ‘third Culture Kids’, 
 ruth Van reken

UNIVERSITIES

136 WHat good is a dEgrEE 
 iN tHat?
 Expert insight on why degrees in  
 humanities and the arts are   
 becoming increasingly valued
144 tHE sHapE of HigHEr   
 EduCatioN
 Educators from leading Malaysian  
 universities and Colleges discuss  
 their fields
152 iB Vs a-LEVELs: do uNis CarE?
 Looking to the extent that   
 universities value the increasingly  
 popular international Baccalaureate

LISTINGS
28  special Educational Needs
60  activity Centres
66  preschools 
96  primary schools

156  universities & Colleges
120  secondary schools

EarLy 
iNtErVENtioN 
is KEy
 
a look at the 
challenging world 
of  special 
Educational Needs, 
an issue that affects 
one child in five

By annette nelwan

22



8

e s s e n t i a l  e d u c a t i o n  2 0 1 1

m a t t  b e l l o t t i  &  h e l e n  h i c k e y

elcome to the first 
edition of Essential 
Education, Malaysia’s most 
comprehensive guide to 
learning options for children 
from the age of two all the 
way up to adults in further 

and higher education. 
As an international expatriate, education is 

unquestionably one of your key concerns. You 
are probably living a long way from home and 
the decision on where to send your children to 
school can be a foreboding one. You’re right 
to be concerned as this is a decision that will 
impact upon the rest of their 
lives. The good news, however, is 
that Malaysia is a vibrant, exciting 
hub for learning. It is constantly 
expanding and developing, with 
notable new internationally-
renowned schools and colleges 
either recently opened or coming 
soon. This in addition to the existing schools, 
preschools and universities, which are of 
extraordinarily high calibre. All the parents we 
know have nothing but positive things to say 
about their educational experience here, often 
comparing Malaysian institutions much more 
favourably with those in Europe or in the US.

This publication started as a supplement 
in Expatriate Lifestyle, Malaysia’s number one 
publication for expatriates. Over five years 
of this ‘Essential Guide to Education’ annual 
supplement it grew from a brief 32 pages up 
to last year’s 100-page bumper edition. It was 
clear that education standards in Malaysia are 
on the rise and there is more going on here 
for students than ever before. So, following 
excellent response to our monthly coverage 
of the education scene in Expatriate Lifestyle, 
it seems natural to produce a standalone 

W

editor’s note
publication that readers, both parents and 
children, can use to understand the learning 
opportunities available to them here in 
Malaysia. 

This starts with nurseries and preschools, 
moves into schools for both primary and 
secondary school age children, and then 
focuses on colleges and universities. Each are a 
very different proposition and potential students 
at each age group have specific demands 
and concerns. For this reason we begin every 
section with a set of crucial questions that you 
might find helpful in deciding which learning 
institution suits you best. 

Beyond that we have a 
rich, interesting set of features, 
interviews and overviews. We 
also have the most in-depth 
and well-researched listings 
of any media in Malaysia, for 
easy comparison of different 
institutions (although nothing 

beats actually visiting the school and speaking 
directly to principal, teachers, parents and 
students). The team have spent the last six 
months exploring the education scene here 
and have spoken to dozens of the most 
influential and insightful figures in their field. 
We hope you find their comments useful and, 
as with the whole publication, you will feel 
more informed and empowered regarding your 
education choices. 

All the best



p r i m a r y  s c h o o l

c u r r i c u l u m 
m a t t e r s …

c
hildren 
gather in 
classrooms 
across the 
globe to learn 
by following a 
curriculum of 

one kind or another. But what 
is this curriculum? And does it 
meet children’s needs in this 
technology-driven era we live in? 

The world our children will 
inherit as adults is an unknown 

quantity: scientific breakthroughs 
happen now with astonishing 
ease and speed. A teacher put 
this into context recently when 
he spoke of today’s engineering 
undergraduates: it’s a fact that 
the syllabus these undergraduates 
are taught in year one will 
become obsolete by the time 
they reach the third year owing 
to technological advances. 

And here lies the problem. 
How can we know with any 
certainty if we are properly 
arming our children for the wide 
unknown world they will face in 
the next decade? It all pivots on 
a curriculum, which, by definition, 
is a set of courses and their 
content studied at school and 

later in higher education. 

A curriculum is whAt kept 
John Franklin Bobbitt awake in 
the early hours, as he toiled 
back in 1918 over one of the 
first textbooks on curriculums, 
called, rather unimaginatively, 
‘The Curriculum’. Bobbitt had a 
wider take on the meaning of a 
curriculum: a course of actions 
and experiences in and out of 
the classroom through which 
children prepare themselves to 
“become the adults they should 
be, for success in adult society”. 

He also said ‘curriculum’ 
stems from the Latin word for 
‘race-course’. A fitting description 
given the race to ensure the best 
education for your child from 
the moment they are born, or 
even earlier; think preemptory 
registrations at the choicest 
private schools the first sign of 
morning sickness…

There are literally hundreds 
of curricula: French Curriculum, 
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National Curriculum of Australia 
scheduled to commence in 
2011, International Primary 
Curriculum, Montessori, British 
National Curriculum, International 
Baccalaureate and Canadian; 
the latter one of the few global 
curricula not to require students 
to write a national standardised 
exam. 

We may be half a globe 
away from Canada but children 
(perhaps those with an aversion 
to examinations) can find this 
curriculum on offer at Sunway 
International School, where 
Principal Andrew Melynk leads 
a system that focusses on 
70% assessment of coursework 
and 30% on an end-of-term 
evaluation. This takes the shape 
of an Independent Study Unit or 
course-specific test. 

“This programme allows 
for the learning development 
of each student to be an 
ongoing process, with formulative 
assessment that is current and 
consistent,” says Mr Melynk. 
“[It] provides students, parents 
and teachers with a clear 
understanding of how to meet 
a particular student’s learning 
needs. SIS is devoted to 
facilitating the development of 
responsible, confident, resourceful 
and creative individuals whose 
skills in critical thinking will 
put them at the forefront of 
international students.”

One Of the Oldest 
curriculA is reggiO Emilia, 
which arrived in KL with the 
opening of Eton House this 
September. South African 
Anneliese Paetzold, assistant 
director of Eton House, KL 
Malaysia says it is more of a 
philosophy than a curriculum in 
its narrowest sense (a course 
and its content). It focuses on 
the method of delivery and the 
idea that “it takes a village to 
raise a child”. “Everyone on 
campus participates with the 
children: knows their names and 

understands their needs, from Chef 
Eddy whom the children cook with 
each day, to the teachers and 
security guards.”  

And, it was in villages around 
Reggio Emilia, Italy, that this 
innovative approach to preschool 
and primary education was 
developed after World War II. 
Seven decades on it has spread to 
several countries including America, 
Asia, South Africa, China, India, 
Singapore and Australia (where it is 
particularly popular, says Paetzold).  
In Reggio, she’s says: “We believe 
education is more than giving 

children knowledge, it is about 
encouraging them to do significant 
things with what they have learnt.” 

”We really want to give children 
authentic learning experience 
from a very early stage; a big 
part of philosophy is putting the 
responsibility of child’s education in 
their hands. For example, if children 
like playing with dinosaurs, we will 
use them for writing skills, counting, 
for measuring, to make artwork 
and we’ll also research information 
about them. So the skills that need 
to be learnt are plugged into the 
children’s interests. This is key; it 
makes learning real.”  And talking 
of set learning skills, they also use 
the International Baccalaureate 
primary years program ‘PYP’, not all 

Reggio schools do, but Paetzold 
says they found the Reggio/PYP 
mix an effective one.

But isn’t this type of self-
guided learning the same as 
Montessori? “I have studied 
Montessori and visited several 
Montessori schools throughout 
South East Asia. Both Reggio and 
Montessori concepts are very 
good and unique, but what sets 
Reggio apart is its underlying 
focus of ‘collaboration’: a keen 
emphasis on the students 
working collaboratively whether 
with kids of their own age, or 

with adults (everyone at the 
school), so their communication 
skills, ability to negotiate and 
to express themselves are very 
strong.”  As was evident in 
Paetzold’s four-year-old Emilio 
educated daughter, who insisted 
on partaking in the interview 
at every given opportunity and 
with some very valid questions… 
Paetzold continues: “You don’t 
have set test times, it’s harder 
than that, you have to be 
observing kids all the time, 
in and out of the classroom, 
looking for evidence of learning 
outcomes.”

A portfolio, instead of a 
school report, is used as an 
assessment tool for reporting 

We believe education is more than 
giving children knowledge, it is about 

encouraging them to do significant things 
         with what they have learnt - Eton House

Chef Eddy 
helping 
children 
to make 

profiteroles
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to parents. The bound album 
of teacher-annotated artwork 
puts  “the ownership back into 
the hands of the students, as 
when parents come to view 
the portfolio it is the students 
who present it and talk about 
what they have learnt.” They 
“demonstrate their knowledge 
of world” and are not aimlessly 
doing it “because my teacher 
told me so”.  Children know it is 
their responsibility to show their 
parents what they have learnt; 
Reggio sees “school as an 
extension of family and family as 
an extension of school,” Paetzold  
finishes. With 16 Reggio 
operating Eton Houses across 
Indian, China and Singapore, 
they might be onto something. 

frOm One Of the Oldest 
curriculums to the more recent 
British National Curriculum, 
adopted in 1988 to ensure 
every child in the UK received 
a quality basic education with 
breadth. Several studies on the 

curriculum have been carried out 
since its inception, notably the 
1998 ‘Inside the black box’ by 
Professors Paul Black and Dylan 
Wiliam of King’s College London. 
They wanted to know what made 
good learning, at a time when 
there were rumblings that the 
curriculum was not delivering the 
results the UK government hoped 
for. 

Marcus Sherwood assistant 
principal and head of curriculum 
studies at The Alice Smith 
School’s primary campus says: It’s 
an analogy used to describe a 
classroom; looking from the outside 
one couldn’t always tell what was 
going on inside. Schools were 
confident about what the inputs 
might be in terms of teachers, 
pupils, curriculum, parents and 
learning objectives, and generally 
what the outputs would be by 
monitoring performance and 
progress. However, the journey 
between the two was less 
understood. What was making the 
difference, that magical ingredient: 

was it class size, heads of 
schools, teachers or parents’ 
own educational background?”    
     Black and William took a 
hard look inside that enigmatic 
black box and dragged out the 
magical ingredient—‘effective 
feedback’ or what educationalists 
call ‘formative assessment’—to 
face the spotlight. Leading 
educationalists John Hattie 
and Helen Timperley of New 
Zealand also homed in on 
formative assessment in their 
recent and extensive research 
in this area Sherwood explains. 
“Put simply, pupils learn best 
when they receive plenty of 
the right feedback; giving just 
a ‘well-done fantastic work’ 
makes the child feel good but 
this alone doesn’t improve a 
child’s learning,” Sherwood says.  
Carl Hutson, assistant principal 
leadership and management 
at Alice Smith School, adds: 
“formative assessment is all 
about getting the best from all 
pupils, regardless of whether 

Pupils learn best when they receive plenty of  
the right feedback but what is really causing 

waves now is ‘metacognition’ or ‘thinking 
about thinking’

c u r r i c u l u m  m a t t e r s

Carl Hutson 
and Marcus 
Sherwood of 
Alice Smith 

School
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they are weak or strong at 
a certain discipline, and it’s 
achieved by powerful feedback: 
encouraging pupils to constantly 
self-evaluate, reflect on how 
they might develop a particular 
piece of work and allowing pupils 
to critique each others’ work, 
it is very interactive and really 
stretches their thinking.” 

Formative assessment 
for learning, a part of the 
Assessment For Learning drive 
‘AFL’ (a term that might crop up 
at parent-teacher conferences) 
has shifted the focus from “what 
makes good teaching to what 
makes good learning”, says 

Hutson. AFL has been integrated 
into many British National 
Curriculum schools in recent years 
including Alice Smith School, and 
“with easily measurable results and 
impact” Sherwood says. 

“But what is really causing 
waves now is ‘metacognition’ or 
‘thinking about thinking’,” Hutson 
excitedly points out. Some argue 
the concept has been around for 
a while. But certain catalysts have 
prompted its recent resurgence, 
notably, the findings of the 
biggest review of British primary 
education to have taken place 
in the last 50 years: 2009 Rose 
review, commissioned by the UK 

while sOme curriculA are 
carefully coiffed to seamlessly 
move with the times, they do 
not suit all. Alison Morgan 
pulled her two sons out of 
international schooling here, 
because: “I really felt the rigidity 
of the curriculum—being told 
daily what you needed to learn, 
how you had to learn it and 
at what time—made them lose 
their love for learning.” Her 
previously eager and curious 
young preschoolers became two 
resistant boys who were “starting 
to act like picking up another 
book or a pencil was more like 
a punishment than a joy. There’s 
something really wrong with 
that,” she says. 

Morgan and her New 
Zealander husband Anton, have 
been home schooling their sons, 

I really felt the rigidity of  the 
curriculum—being told daily 
what you needed to learn, how 
you had to learn it and at what 
time—made them lose their love 
for learning

government, and its independent 
counterpart, the Cambridge 
Primary Review, published 
simultaneously. 

While the findings of 
both have been shelved 
temporarily following a change 
of government, they emphasise 
a skills-based (more thinking 
than content-based) curriculum 
built on six or more “areas of 
learning”, as opposed to discrete 
traditional subjects comprised in 
the 1988 National Curriculum. 
“And giving children lifelong 
thinking skills is what counts now 
when educational needs in the 
21st century are changing so 
fast that you cannot say with 
any certainty what those needs 
are,” Hutson says, adding that 
people become leaders because 
of the way they think, not 
necessarily for what they know.

But the trouble with 
metacognition is “trying to move 
what seems like a good idea in 
theory into practice,” Sherwood 
explains, to use an adage from 
American car-industrialist Henry 
Ford: “Thinking is the hardest 
work there is, which is probably 
why so few engage in it.” 

Despite this, they appear to 
be making significant inroads: 
“We have identified six key-
thinking strategies—from thinking 
hats in the early years to 
extended brainstorming and 
Bloom’s taxonomy in upper 
years—interwoven these into the 
curriculum and allocated one 
to each primary year group,” 
Hutson says. And, as a result 
they have seen some real 
changes in the classroom over 
the past year. Each strategy 
has its own toolbox: a set of 
tools that aid critical, creative, 
caring and analytical thinking. 
And, “out of the toolbox comes 
transferable skills that our 
children can use in or out of 
school either now, or as an 
adult in the future, and in all 
situations,” says Hutson. 

River Morgan French 
knitting in the garden with 

other homeschoolers.

Kaelan Morgan
learning to 

compose music 
with papa

c u r r i c u l u m  m a t t e r s

seven and nine-years-old, for over 
a year now.

She still relies on a curriculum, 
but for maths only (Singapore 
Maths) which her boys enjoy and 
find challenging. On the book front, 
she says: “Ironically, when left to 
their own devices, they seem to 
choose more sophisticated books 
than what they were reading at 
school.”  They are currently 
poring over C.S. Lewis’ 
Chronicles of Narnia. She 
found literacy tricky to 
decide on, but settled on 
what the boys “responded to 
best: lots of free writing, some 
traditional home schooling methods 
of narration plus the occasional 
grammar book.”  For science, they 
refer to experiments conducted 
by an ex-NASA scientist for kids 
online. 

She admits: “home schooling 
is probably the hardest thing 
I’ve ever done.” But, her holistic 
approach of “keeping things 
child-centered and child-directed 
rather than seeing them as an 
empty vessel which you have to 
somehow fill,” is working. And, “in 
a way that doesn’t require yelling 
or forcing or resistance; that’s 
been just lovely,” she sighs.

Home schooling “is about 
parents helping children to realise 
their potentials and not merely 
about learning stuff or getting 
cleverer,” says Wai Leng, from 
grassroots home schooling unit 
Learning Beyond School in Sham 
Alam, a place that Morgan has 
links with. Education is about living 
a purposeful and value-centred life 
Leng adds, “and when this and 
living become one and not two 
separate entities, as is often the 
case with traditional schooling, 
learning is then not separate from 
how we live our lives.” 

Indeed, learning should not be 
two separate entities; it doesn’t 
stop outside of the classroom. 
It is the curriculum Bobbitt 
suggested all those years ago 
where actions and experiences out 
of as well as in the classroom 
prepare children for success in 
the adult world. 

Curriculum matters. It’s 
about learning in a thoughtful 
metacognitive way that imparts 
knowledge and arms children with 
transferable skills ready for use 
in a future world the shape and 
form of which is yet to unfold. 

His employer 
will want him 
to be adaptable, 
responsible, 
collaborative, 
problem solve, 
communicate 
well, be 
analytical, 
use initiative 
and to be able 
to access  
and use 
information 
from a diverse 
range of  
sources-a  
toolbox of   
transferable 
skills
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- Carl Hutson and Marcus sherwood 
The Alice Smith School

Toolbox of Transferable skills
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w h a t  g o o d  i s 
a  d e g r e e 
i n  t h a t ?  

w o r d s  v e e r a  p i t k ä n e n  &  h e l e n  h i c k e y

heavyweight degrees in 
medicine, engineering 
and accountancy are 
the crowd pleasers, 
everyone—parents, 
children and  
employers—knows 
what’s involved and 
the type of job that 
might follow after 
graduation. but 
what about the less 
traditional degrees? 
what are they, why 
study them and what 
qualities do they impart?  
essential education goes 
literally lateral... 

w

and humanities degree? It’s 
enjoyable, but will it lead to a 
good career? 

Employers in the UK are 
well-versed in the wide range 
of degrees offered from the 
traditional to the humanities. 
According to Tina Yeung, KL-
based recruitment officer for 
The University of Sheffield, 
UK: “If you are looking at the 
profiles of graduates taken 
on by Credit Suisse bank, 
they recruit graduates holding 
a diverse range of degrees 
including degrees in theatre and 
communications, French and 
European history to psychology.” 
An implicit acknowledgement 
that each degree imparts 
certain qualities which, when 
taken collectively, benefit 
the organisation as a whole she 
adds.

Employers do look for 
humanities graduates, even 
those with philosophy degrees. 
Figures from the Higher 
Education Statistics Agency, UK, 
show that these graduates, 
once ridiculed as unemployable 
layabouts, are growing in 
demand from employers: the 
number of all graduates in 
full-time and part-time work six 
months after graduation showed 
an increase of 9% between 
2002 and 2006; for philosophy 
graduates employment increased 
by 13%. This difference is all 
the more significant given the 
number of philosophy graduates 
more than doubled in the same 
time period. 

But what’s the position 
here in Malaysia with arts 
and humanities degrees? For 
Malaysian students able to 
afford an overseas education, a 
degree in humanities or arts is 
not one of preference.  Yeung 
says: “The University of Sheffield 
has a strong and vibrant arts 
and humanities’ faculty and 
keenly promotes degrees in this 
area. But not many Malaysian 
students opt to take an 

One girl recently enquired about 
a degree in history and another 
in music. “You normally 
find that these children are 
exceptionally good at what they 
do,” says Tina Yeung

overseas degree in the humanities.” 
That doesn’t stop parents and 
children enquiring about them: 
one girl recently enquired about 
a degree in history and another 
in music. “You normally find that 
these children are exceptionally 
good at what they do,” says Yeung.  
But, while the child’s heart maybe 
set on these areas, it is hard to 
shake off the perception that “if 
you are academically capable 
you should study a conventional 
course; the less bright, the arts.” 
The implication being that arts 
and humanities are soft options; 
which Yeungs says: “is bit of a 
misnomer given that it is often 
harder to score high marks in 
these types of degrees than say 

in a science-based engineering 
degree.”

But there are more practical 
reasons underpinning this trend: 
“When parents here are facing 
costs of up to £60,000 by way 
of fees and living expenses 
for their daughter or son to 
study a three year degree at 
a UK University, it’s a major 
investment.”  Parents here 
look at the big picture: what 
University degree you choose 
and career you end up doing 
is ultimately going to effect 
your livelihood, and not just 
theirs, but that of their extended 
family, whom they often take 
responsibility for as is the 
Asian way she explains. “The 

Tina Yeung 
recuitment 
officer 
for The 

University 
Sheffield

hat do we 
mean by the 
less traditional 
degrees? 
Thankfully it’s 
not the ‘Mickey 
Mouse’ degrees 

much maligned in the UK press 
of late for the billions of pounds  
of government money spent on 
courses like puppetry, pop music, 

u n i v e r s i t i e s

equestrian psychology to a 
degree in golf...

Three years studying golf?  
It could be easily mastered by 
some. But we are not looking 
at anything as eye-popping 
as that, it’s degrees in arts 
and humanities like history, 
literature, music, film studies 
and modern languages under 
the magnifying glass.

Students often find themselves 
choosing an art or humanities 
degree simply because they find 
them interesting: they commonly 
deal with the nuts and bolts of 
what it means to be human in all 
its complexities and wonder. And in 
theory, if you are passionate about 
what you study, you will do well in 
your degree.

But what good is an arts 
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Any business stands to benefit 
by having employees who 
have studied these cultural 
elements; they have a wider 
mindset and add both vision 
and insight to the management 
and communication sides of  
companies, helping to build a 
healthy corporate ecosytem

retirement age in Malaysia is 55, 
and if you leave University at 
21-years-old that allows for just 
over 30 years to save up money 
to send your kids overseas, 
provide for your family, look after 
the grandparents and plan for 
your retirement.” 

This might explain why 
such families are so driven 
and children take degrees in 
engineering, medicine, law and 
accountancy: they tend to lead 
to identifiable jobs that generally 
pay well.

Ray Kril, senior lecturer in 
Film Production at Limkokwing 
University of Creative Technology, 
Cyberjaya—a global university with 
campuses in eight countries—
says many companies look 
for students with specialised 
education or skill-based learning 
experiences to meet specific 
needs: “I don’t think they fully 
realise what the arts and 
humanities students can offer. 
These students generally have 
good communication skills and, 
more importantly, have gained 
a special understanding of 
human relations and the social 
and cultural forces that shape 
the society.” He adds that any 
business stands to benefit from 
employees who have studied 
these areas: they possess a wider 
mindset which adds both vision 
and insight to the management 

Ray Kril, senior 
lecturer Film 
Production 
Limkokwing 
University of 

Creative Technology

Degree in Philosophy?
‘Thinking’ can indeed lead to ‘earning’…
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Students often find themselves choosing an art or 
humanities degree simply because they find them 
interesting: they commonly deal with the nuts and 
bolts of  what it means to be human in  
all its complexities and wonder.

of and communication within 
companies—which all help to build 
a healthy corporate ecosystem.  

In addition to pursuing the 
normal career paths into the 
creative industries—advertising, 
design, film, publishing, performing 
arts—the most common non-
creative industries that employ 
arts and humanities graduates 
include service sectors like 
health care, travel, insurance, 
and perhaps also certain 
manufacturing fields. Typically the 
roles will be in public relations 
and communications explains Kril.  
Interestingly enough, providing 
corporate film production and 
communications to these so 
called non-creative industries, 
has been Kril’s “bread and butter 
income” for many years. Not 
only are they lucrative, but there 
is often “more freedom to be 
creative, with a known target 
group and clear mandate as to 
what is needed,” says Kril, which 
is why he actively encourages his 
students to use their skills in the 
non-creative industries.

Joanne Soo graduated 
recently with a Bachelor’s degree 
in Communications with a minor 
in Linguistics from Monash 
University Malaysia. Despite 
reservations voiced by her 
parents, she was determined to 
study “something creative”. She 
is now working as Operations 
Manager of GroupsMore, KL 
the social commerce wing of 
Youth Asia, a youth powered 
organisation set up in 2008, 
connecting brands, business 
leaders, governments and 
the media with youth across 

w h a t  g o o d  i s  a  d e g r e e  i n  t h a t ?
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South East Asia. “I manage 
the organisation’s product 
development (technical geeks), 
customer experience (customer 
service officers), as well as 
editorial.” She started working 
with them during her final year 
at university as an intern and 
says she “completely fell in 
love with the idea of youth 
development, social media and 
growing with a company, so I 
decided to stay after finishing 
my studies.”  

Did her degree help? “Well, 
I learned things like Marxism, 
Freud, psychoanalysis in media 
audiences in my degree... none 
of which I have really been able 
to apply at work.” But, it is 
exactly this theoretical grounding 
has given her “a lot of people 
and teamwork skills, the ability 
to think critically and the attitude 
of getting things done within a 
deadline.” 

Soo’s a textbook success for 
the arts and humanities degrees. 
She stayed true to her interest 
in doing a degree that she knew 
she would enjoy, not necessarily 
what was expected of her. This 
in turn led to a job that she is 
clearly passionate about.  And 
for those considering this path, 
hopefully when you are met with 
the predictable question: what 
good is a degree in that? You 
will have the answer. And, if it 
is philosophy, you might even 
be a little smug about your job 
prospects…

Soo’s a textbook 
success for the arts 
and humanities 
degrees. She stayed 
true to her interest 
in doing a degree 
that she knew she 
would enjoy, not 
necessarily what was expected 
of  her, and secured a job she is 
passionate about

Joanne Soo

w h a t  g o o d  i s  a  d e g r e e  i n  t h a t ?
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the international baccalaureate program is 
increasingly seen as the preferred option. 
since its inception more than forty years 
ago, there has been a steady recognition 
of this rigorous credential by schools, 
universities and indeed governments. and, in 
certain countries, its uptake has gone into 
overdrive. essential education has more

m ov i n g 
o n w a r d s 

a n d  u p w a r d s   

1 4 8

fter World 
War II many 
educators 
across the 
world felt 
they didn’t 
want their 

children to live through the 
same experience; they favoured 
a way of teaching for peace. 
Then followed two decades of 
collaboration by a council of 
global schools on an international 
credential strong in academics, 
but one that educated the hearts 
and bodies of children too. 
And in 1968 the International 
Baccalaureate ‘IB’ was born—with 
the mission of creating a better 
world.

The desire to create a 
generation of well-rounded multi-
culturally astute individuals is a 
noble one; and for some it has 
proven irresistible. Take the UK: 
it has witnessed a stampede 
of schools seeking their IB 
authorisation in recent years 
in a country where almost all 
universities now accept the IB as 
equivalent to A-levels.

Back in the ’70s the 
prestigious University of Oxford 
was among the first British 
universities to recognise the 
IB Diploma (studied at ages 
16 to 19 years), and at a 
time when one of its founders, 

i n t e r n a t i o n a l  b a c c a l a u r e a t e :

w o r d s :  h e l e n  h i c k e y 
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The desire to create a generation of  well-rounded 

and for some it has proven irresistible
multi-culturally astute individuals is a noble one; 

Oxford’s skyline of 
dreaming spires, lofty 
church domes and 
hallowed college 

cloisters.

N
as

ir
 H

am
id



e s s e n t i a l  e d u c a t i o n  2 0 1 1

Alec Peterson, headed up the 
Department of Education Studies.  
Paul Teulon head of student 
recruitment for Oxford Universities 
says IB numbers were relatively 
static up until five years ago, 
“but since then we have seen a 
dramatic year-on-year increase 
both in IB diploma applicants 
and offers made to them by 
Oxford.”  This could be attributed 
to Oxford doing more recruitment 
work overseas. But the more 
likely explanation Teulon says: 
“Is the big expansion within the 
UK of the IB where the number 
of schools offering the IB has 
increased over the past five 
years from 40-60 schools to 250 
schools.” The majority of these 
schools offer the IB diploma, 
but some also offer the Primary 
Years Program ‘PYP’ and Middle 
Years Program ‘MYP’. 

This spike in IB schools 
followed a pledge made by 
former British Prime Minister 
Tony Blair before he left office 
in 2007, that every education 
authority in the country should 
have an IB school.

“In 2010 we received 
approximately 1000 
IB applicants out of 17000 
applicants competing for 3200 
places at Oxford. Just over 200 
IB applicants were awarded an 
offer,” Teulon explains, adding 
that this follows the general 
application trend of one in five 
applicants securing a place.

What do IB diploma students 
offer? “Not the upper hand, as 
there is no guarantee that doing 
any one qualification will get you 
a place at University,” Teulon 
says. Oxford “strongly believes 
that students should take the 
qualification or curriculum that is 
appropriate to them, namely one 
that best suits their academic 
interests.” 

However, Teulon did 
concede that there are certain 
features of IB diploma that 
are advantageous, not to the 

admissions process, but to 
learning styles that will assist 
students “transition” from high 
school to university; a matter 
looked at closely by Oxford.

First, the IB’s “linear and 
synoptic” approach with 
examinations held at the end 
of the two-year course mirrors 
the way in which students are 
examined at Oxford (albeit with 
exams at the end of a three 
or four year course). “So 
students with that style of 
learning, building knowledge 
year-on-year, should be 
well suited to the style of 

learning and exams at Oxford,” 
Teulon explains. Secondly, the 
breadth of the IB diploma gives 
students a wide range of skills 
in diverse subject areas, which 
is useful when applying for 
a multi-disciplinary course at 
Oxford. “And the extended essay, 
a compulsory element of IB, 
means you know students have 
done some form of independent 
research project and a 

substantial report that is part of 
it,” says Teulon; clearly a valuable 
experience.

Oxford’s standard IB entry 
requirement is 38-40 points (out 
of the 45 points that make full 
MBA score), with an expectation 
that students will excel—score 
the full seven marks—in certain 
subject areas. 

What’s the position in Asia? 
We asked John Switzer head 

This spike in IB schools followed 
a pledge made by former British 
Prime Minister Tony Blair, that 
every education authority in the 
country should have an IB school

University of 
Oxford
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Paul Teulon 
head of student 
recuitment for 
the University 
of Oxford
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of development and recognition 
for IB Asia-Pacific, one of three 
regional centres that make up 
the Geneva headquartered-IB 
foundation. Administered from 
Singapore, it currently supports 
12,000 students in 400 schools in 
27 countries as far as Mongolia 
and Fiji.  

“The IB has had a long 
presence here in Asia, but 
historically it has been limited 
exclusively to the international 
schools domain catering to 
the expatriate; but times are 
changing,” Switzer explains. 

Australia has one of the 
largest uptakes of IB diploma 
schools in recent times, and is 

also one of the few countries 
in the Asia-Pacific area to have 
‘state’ schools offering the IB 
program Switzer says. 

Then there is India, where 
market forces have resulted in 
an explosion in recent years of 
privately-funded IB authorised 
schools catering exclusively to 
local students. Ambitious parents 
and children alike recognise 
“to be globally competitive 
in the education market, you 
have to have a sense of what 
is happening outside of India,” 
Switzer remarks. 

And closer to home: 
Singapore. It’s had IB schools 
since 1977 but accessed almost 
exclusively by the expatriate 
community. “Then five years ago, 
the government started a kind of 
pilot scheme which allowed some 
of the key schools to dictate 

their own curriculum.” A significant 
number of private schools have 
since taken on the IB program, 
accessible to both Singaporeans 
in addition to the expatriate 
population totalling 1.3million. 

Interestingly it’s not just your 
typical academic heavyweights 
taking on the IB program: new 
schools include ‘School of the Arts’ 
strong in dance and music and a 
recent application by ‘Singapore 
Sports Schools’ catering to elite 
athletes Switzer says, referring to 
the all-embracing raison d’être of 
the IB.  

  In Malaysia nine schools have 
become IB Diploma authorised over 
the past two decades, the most 
recent being Cempaka International 
Ladies’ College in October 2010. 
They are mostly international—
International School of Kuala 
Lumpur, Mont Kiara and Fairview 
International School—but also 
included are stated funded schools 
like MARA College and KDU Smart 
School, where scholarships are 
granted for the gifted and talented. 
Gary Piech the IB coordinator at 
ISKL, which has run the IB Diploma 
program for close to twenty years, 
says: “We opted for the IB because 
it has a couple of very attractive 
features—first it has worked hard 
at being recognized by universities 
around the world and secondly it 
is a very vigorous and well-rounded 
program.” Over the last decade the 
number of the IB Diploma students 
have doubled at ISKL.

Universities around the world 
are now trying to figure out how to 

attract international students, “and 
the IB is one of those standards 
by which admissions officers 
know what kind of student they 
are getting,” Switzer says, adding 
the IB program grows globally at 
about 20 per cent every year.

 Part of the IB’s attractiveness 
is its ‘zero inflation’. Switzer says: 
“There is no chance of grade 
inflation because the IB is a 
criterion-referenced assessment, 
not norm-referenced: if all 
students get all the answers right 
they’re all awarded seven, the 
top grade in a subject.” Norm-
reference, used to allocate A level 
grades, compares one test taker 
to their peers.

That more students now 
than ever achieve A grade at 
A level—a trend educationalists 
say has devalued the A level 
over the past two decades—is 
hard to ignore. Whether A levels 
are less challenging, students 
have become brighter or better 
coached in the art of answering 
exam questions is unknown; 
the UK government have simply 
popped a plaster on the problem 
in the form of the new and 
higher A* grade, introduced this 
year.

It used to be the case that if 
you got three As at A level you’d 
be fine. But Switzer says: “that 
won’t get you into Oxford now; 
they reject maybe 70% of these 
students. It is simply not enough 
to distinguish you from anyone 
else, but if a candidate has a 41 
points diploma it puts you in an 

entirely different category…” 
Now that, he says, “will set 
you apart”.

John Switzer head 
of development 

and recognition for 
IB Asia-Pacific 

Gary Piech,
The International 

School of 
Kuala Lumpur

The IB 
program grows 
globally 20 per 
cent every year
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P r i m a r y  s c h o o l

 m u l t i P l e 
i n t e l l i g e n c e

ardner’s 
Theory of 
Multiple 
Intelligences 
ran a coach 
and horses 
through the 

more traditional psychometrics 
(IQ) tests when it was proposed 
in 1983 as a better way of 
assessing intelligence. It has since 
gained traction globally.

While some psychologists 
feel it is not supported by 
hard empirical data, many 
educationalists value and support 
his notion that children display a 
wide variety of cognitive abilities 

that all influence the process of 
learning. They incorporate his 
theory to determine children’s 
intelligence strengths and more 
importantly, use it to identify 
effective teaching and learning 
strategies connected to the 
different intelligences; ensuring 
that every strength is tapped and 
used to its full potential. 

Gardner’s theory identifies 
eight intelligences—shown in the 
chart overleaf. Children generally 
display an affinity with one or 
two (or more) of the intelligences 
shown. He highlighted back in  
2009 that “it’s the process of 
learning that gets stored, not only 
the content,” an obvious yet  

pertinent point.
According to Gardner, most 

western societies still continue 
to emphasise just linguistic and 
logical intelligences in their day-to-
day teaching, alarmingly bypassing 
children with dominant abilities in 
the remaining six intelligences.

It is incumbent on teachers 
to incorporate as many of the 
intelligences as possible to ensure 
that all the needs of children are 
being met and that no child is 
falling through the ‘educational 
net’. It’s all about tapping into and 
honing children’s strengths to bring 
out the best of children’s abilities.

The multiple intelligence theory 

has had many positive implications 
in the classroom: through an 
awareness of children’s specific 
intelligence profiles, children can 
begin to understand themselves 
more and learn strategies to 
use their intellectual strengths to 
support their ways of learning. 

Children who recognise their 
own learning capabilities are more 
willing to participate in class 
discussions: there is an awareness 
of their strengths in relation to the 
challenges of others, simultaneously 
allowing their challenges to be 
supported by the strengths of 
another. 

And more significantly, children 
aware of their intelligences can 

g

have you thought 
about the way your 
child learns? by 
talking and asking 
questions, doing 
things Practically 
or learning 
indePendently, 
surrounded by 
books? american 
develoPmental 
Psychologist 
howard gardner 
thought deePly 
about these 
questions back 
in the 1980s, and 
develoPed his own 
way of analysing 
the concePt of 
intelligence in 'the 
theory of multiPle 
intelligences’. 
essential education 
gets to griPs with 
this internationally 
acclaimed ideology 

w o r d s  a n n e t t e  n e l w a n

Children aware of  their intelligences can discern 
for themselves the difference 
between challenge 
and failure; a crucial 
distinction and one 
essential for the development 
of  positive self-esteem, 
a necessary ingredient  
for a happy learner 

discern for themselves the 
difference between challenge and 
failure; a crucial distinction that 
is essential for the development 
of positive self-esteem, a 
necessary ingredient for a happy 
learner. 

Sweeping advances in brain 
research over the past decade 
show that if children enjoy what 
they are learning, and can relate 
to it in a personal way, they are 
more likely to retain it. Children 
do not all learn in the same way 
and the brain responds more 
to learning environments that 
are ‘enriched’ and that involve 
as many of the child’s brain 

processing centres as possible. 
In light of this research, 

which compliments the theory of 
multiple intelligences, there are 
many useful teaching and learning 
strategies that can be tried out 
at home relating to each of the 
eight intelligences, some of which 
children may already be doing for 
themselves.

As teachers and parents, the 
onus is on us, equipped with the 
theory of multiple intelligences 
and the latest in brain research, 
to understand at an early stage 
how children, your children, 
learn best to overcome learning 
obstacles and make learning 
more accessible and enjoyable.
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 Having an 
understanding 
and 
appreciation 
of the natural 
environment 
in terms of its 
patterns 

 An advanced 
concept of 
numbers and 
reasoning skills

 Advanced ability 
to recognise 
abstract 
patterns and 
sequences

 The skilful use, 
movement and 
manipulation 
of the human 
body

 The ability to 
manipulate 
and orientate 
images and 
objects

 The ability 
to perceive 
objects 
accurately 
even if these 
objects are 
rotated and 
turned

 A high 
awareness 
of pitch and 
rhythm

 The ability 
to express 
oneself in the 
realm of music

 The ability to 
understand 
verbal and 
non-verbal 
cues

 The ability 
to cooperate 
within a 
group and to 
contextualise 
oneself in 
terms of 
relationships 
with others

 The ability and 
need of an 
individual to 
look within

 Highly self-
aware and 
capable of 
understanding 
their own 
emotions, goals 
and motivations

 A heightened 
sensitivity to 
the way words 
are arranged, 
semantics 
and language 
function

 High levels 
of linguistic 
functioning 
relating to 
both written 
and expressive 
language skills

Q u i c k  g u i d e  t o  a s s e s s i n g  yo u r      c h i l d ’ s  i n t e l l i g e n c e  s t r e n g t h s

Verbal/
Lingustic

Logical/
Mathematical

Bodily
Kinesthetic

Visual/
Spatial Musical

Interpersonal

Intrapersonal

Naturalistic

Gardner’s Theory of  Multiple 
Intelligences ran a coach and 

horses through the more traditional 
psychometrics IQ tests
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E.g. A child who struggles with 
number bonds could plant some 
seeds and add the little shoots 
together: example 3 + 3 = 6

Verbal-Linguistic Strategies

Children, who display high 
verbal/linguistic intelligence, are 
usually those with advanced 
vocabularies, strong auditory 
memory skills and strong 
inferential skills. These children 
will respond well to: 

 storytelling 
 show and tell
 word games
	talking books software 
 word processing and publishing 
 debating
 brainstorming

A child who struggles with 
science concepts, but has verbal-
linguistic intelligence could write 
a story, personifying the objects.

For example: the little seed 
(lifecycles).

Logical-Mathematical 
Strategies

Children who are strong logical/
mathematical thinkers are those 
who thrive on establishing 
relationships or links between 
objects, numbers or patterns. 
They love to organise, categorise, 
question, problem solve and deal 
with abstractions. These children 
will respond well to:

  creating codes
 practical demonstrations
 socratic questioning
 logical problem-solving   
 exercises
 classifications and   
 categorisations
 logic puzzles and games
 quantifications and calculations
 logical-sequential presentation  
 of subject matter

For example, a child 
who struggles with linguistic 
intelligence, but has logical 
intelligence, could learn new 
vocabulary or spellings through 
making crossword puzzles.

Kinesthetic Strategies

These children enjoy getting up 
and moving around into the 
learning experience, and are 
generally good at physical activities 
such as sports or dance. They 
enjoy acting or performing, and in 
general they are good at building 
and making things. They often learn 
best by doing something physically, 
rather than reading or hearing 
about it, and have what might 
be termed muscle memory—they 
remember things through their body 
such as verbal memory or images. 
These children will respond well to:

 virtual reality software (like ‘Word
  Shark’)
 competitive and cooperative
  games
 tactile materials and experiences
 manipulative activities, ‘hands-on-
  thinking’ and crafts
 physical awareness exercises
 mime and creative movement
 cooking
 gardening and other ‘messy’ 
  activities

For example, a child who 
struggles with spelling but has 
kinesthetic intelligence could write 
their spellings in shaving foam or 
make a word out of play dough 
or even homemade clay, and then 
bake it and paint it.

Visual-Spatial Strategies

This intelligence is strongly linked 
with imagination and creative 
output. They are keenly aware 
of line, form, shape, direction 
and orientation.  These children 
often love to draw and can thrive 
in environments that are rich in 
colour. They generally have a very 
good sense of direction and may 
also have very good hand-eye 
coordination. There appears to be 
a high correlation between spatial 
and mathematical abilities. These 
children they will respond well to:

 charts, graphs and diagrams
 mind maps
 photography
 videos, slides, and movies
 picture metaphors
 idea sketching
 colour cues
 painting, collage, and other 
visual arts
 computer assisted graphics and 
design software (like ‘Tiny Art’)
 visual puzzles, mazes and 
thinking exercises
 imaginative storytelling and 
picture literacy experiences

Or, a child who struggles with 

science concepts but has spatial 
intelligence could use a mind 
map to clarify ideas.

Musical Strategies

Musical intelligence correlates 
strongly to the development 
of sequencing skills and the 
recognition of patterns. Since 
there is a strong auditory 
component to this intelligence, 
those who are strongest in it 
may learn best by listening. 
In addition, these children will 
often use songs or rhythms to 
learn and memorise information, 
and may work best with music 
playing in the background. These 
children will respond well to:
 using rhythms, songs, raps, and 
chants to aid memory
 using background music or 
mood music to concentrate
 linking tunes or instruments 
with concepts
 music software
For example, a child who 
struggles with times tables but 
has musical intelligence could 
sing a table to the tune of their 
favourite pop song.

Interpersonal Strategies

Interpersonal intelligence has 

to do with interaction with others, 
so these children often tend to 
be extrovert. They are sensitive 
to others’ moods, feelings, 
temperaments and motivations and 
often show good cooperation skills. 
They can communicate effectively 
and empathise easily with others. 
They typically learn best by 
working with others and often 
enjoy discussion and debate. These 
children will respond well to:

 interpersonal interaction and 
group work
 board games
 simulations
 interactive software
 community involvement
 cross-age, peer teaching and 
sharing

For example, a child who 
struggles with spelling but has 
interpersonal intelligence could 
brainstorm with parents, play a 
spelling board game or try and 
teach a younger brother or sister 
how to write these words.

Intrapersonal Strategies:

Children who are strongest in this 
intelligence are typically introverts 
and prefer to work alone. They 
learn best when allowed to 
concentrate on the subject by 
themselves. There is often a high 
level of perfectionism associated 
with this intelligence. 
These children will 
respond well to: 

• independent study
• individualised projects      
and games
• journal keeping
• self-esteem activities
• goal-setting sessions
• self-teaching programmed     
 instruction

For example, a child who 
struggles with interpersonal 
intelligence, but has intrapersonal 
intelligence could play self-esteem 

activities at home or keep  
a journal of their feelings.

Naturalistic Strategies

It is said that those children with 
a strong naturalist intelligence 
are good at categorising and 
cataloguing information. They have 
heightened senses, care deeply 
about their environment and pay 
particular attention to the impact 
that we have on our natural 
environment. These children will 
respond well to:

 using the garden as a stimulus
 using nature study tools 
(binoculars, telescope etc.)
 using aquariums, terrariums, and 
other portable ecosystems ♦

One day there was 
a baby seed called 
Cedrick. He fell very 
cold so the gardener 
buried him in the soil.

Now he was nice and 
warm, he had lots of 
water, the sun shone 
all day and he grow 
a root.

After a few more 
days, Cedrick grew a 
shoot etc...

The LITTLe Seed (LIfecycLeS)

Lego is great 
for kinesthetic 
learners helping 
them understand 
all kinds of 
numeracy 
problems.
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