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FOREWORD


One of the paradoxes at the heart of many international schools – and no two are alike – is that they are simultaneously inward and outward facing. An international school – say in Switzerland, Qatar or Bangkok – has students from all parts of the globe who commute in and out of the school every term.

At the same time, once on campus, and taught often by ex-pats living in their community bubbles, the students form a tightly knit body which focuses quite properly on its own mutual wellbeing. And boarding houses accentuate that dimension.

Leaders in these high-performing international schools recognise the importance of their students looking outwards. Given their multi-lingual, multi-cultural make-up, this is not difficult. Their families live in different time zones; their social media connections, work experience placements and school journeys are richly global.

Students aged 3–18 in these settings reflect deeply on the following key questions, as part of their studies and as part of everyday life on campus:


	Do I know and learn about what is happening in the world?


	Do I value other people’s culture and differences, as well as seeing their similarities to my own?


	Am I able to converse in other languages, having enough of an understanding to appreciate that the world looks different through different linguistic constructs?


	Am I digitally confident, having the cultural skills to collaborate, negotiate and weigh up action critically?


	Do I have the confidence to take action, to reach out to others, to travel, to take personal and collective responsibility for sustainability in the world?




Addressing those questions within their internationally focused curriculum helps students – and staff – embed an appreciation of different cultures, religions and attitudes which often collide and confuse. That ability to see oneself through another culture and language is fundamentally enriching.

****

Simon Watson’s extensive experience as a leader of schools across the globe is evident throughout the book. His values and acute cultural awareness, combined with a strong sense of ‘walking the talk’ in corridors and classrooms, provide a guidebook of distinction.

One hallmark of many international schools is the inevitable churn of students, teachers and leaders. Here he writes perceptively about headteachers moving into new positions:


The initial year for a head will be one of clarity, when a new head can see the issues and celebrate the exceptional. This is a time for honest reflection and setting the agenda for the next few years. The moments of clarity will diminish as the landscape becomes familiar and loses its immediacy. The head is soon institutionalised and has to take greater and greater responsibility for the school, so that the problems that existed when the head arrived cease to be the previous head’s issues, but firmly become the new head’s problems and responsibility.



In my enjoyable and instructive experiences of inspecting and reviewing international schools, I see leaders and staff alike thriving on the wonderful opportunity to explore the world and be challenged by the truly unexpected.

In common with all books in the series, Section One is ordered under the A–Z alphabetical headings. Section Two presents further material for professional development.

From Accountability and Belonging, through Jabberwockery and Monkeys, to Xenagogue and Zeitgeist, the text is fun, authoritative and highly readable.

Roy Blatchford, series editor










INTRODUCTION


There are numerous disagreements about the definition of international schools. One such definition is provided by ISC Research, where it defines an international school as a school that:


delivers a curriculum to any combination of pre-school, primary or secondary students, wholly or partly in English outside an English-speaking country; or,

if a school is in a country where English is one of the official languages, it offers an English-medium curriculum other than the country’s national curriculum and the school is international in its orientation.



Like many national schools that exist, there are similarities and differences between international schools, so it makes no sense to talk about ‘international schools’ as a single entity but to recognise the magnificent diversity of places of learning around the world. This is why there are so many discussions and much variance when it comes to the definition of an international school.

The intention of this A–Z is not to present an academic authority on international school leadership but to provide various windows into the experiences and thoughts of an international school leader. The information may be useful to some, obvious to others; it represents a small aspect of international school leadership that I have enjoyed and been challenged by during my journey to date. Inevitably, there is much overlap between leadership in national education systems, and international school leadership, resulting in areas of this book that are applicable to both.

Just as the typical demographic of the student population has changed over the past 40 years, from a majority of expatriate families to a majority of local families, so, too, has the international schools’ scene. There are far more for-profit schools run as businesses than ever before, many emanating from the UK. It does raise the question as to whether some international schooling is a modern day form of colonialism. Is there a difference between a not-for-profit school that has grown organically and evolved over a long period of time in the host country, compared with a for-profit school that is launched with great fanfare, slick marketing and channels money back to a central organisation?

The structure of the book allows each chapter to be read in isolation – there is no need to start at the beginning – but enjoy the freedom of dipping in and out of each part, depending on mood and desire.

As in all schools, the main job of the international school head is to improve student learning. This is done within a complex environment that is composed of many cultures, historical precedents and competing expectations. It is a wonderful life, where days fleetingly pass at a sprint that competes with Usain Bolt.

Parts of the sections on curriculum, expectations, quality, vision and wellbeing, and parts of Section Two, have been utilised from a range of staff (past and present) from St Christopher’s School, Bahrain.


The revolution I’m advocating is based on different principles from those of the standards movement. It is based on a belief in the value of the individual, the right to self-determination, our potential to evolve and live a fulfilled life, and the importance of civic responsibility and respect for others.



Ken Robinson

International school leaders have a unique opportunity to be part of the revolution. Only fear holds us back.










SECTION
ONE












ACCOUNTABILITY



Higher standards are hard to maintain. It requires the discipline to constantly talk about and remind everyone WHY the organization exists in the first place. It requires that everyone in the organization be held accountable to HOW you do things—to your values and guiding principles.

Simon Sinek



Accountability comes in a multitude of guises. Accreditations and inspections by external agencies are necessary, but not sufficient, hallmarks of quality education in international schools. While an important external measure of quality, they do not, on their own, guarantee exceptional education for learners. The role of the international school leader is to ensure the standards of accreditation are used to build upon best practice and create new educational boundaries.

Accreditation agencies update their standards framework regularly, keeping schools aligned to the current and best educational practice and supporting schools to continually improve. The benefits of accreditations/inspections are manifold, with improving standards being at their core.

School leaders are mindful of the marketing opportunities that accreditation provides, attracting prospective families and teachers. During interviews the refrains of ‘I want to work in an “outstanding school”’, a reference to the British Schools Overseas inspection, or ‘I want to be at an accredited school’, are often cited by candidates as a reason for their application.

The list of agencies below is not intended to be exhaustive but to provide a range of possible options for international school leaders. Accreditations are designed to be developmental, whereas inspections are judgements on practice at a point in time. It should be noted that the inspection judgements or accreditation development points made are only as good as the team visiting the school, and the willingness of the school to act on the recommendations.

While the various accreditation/inspection agencies will tell you that they all have rigorous protocols and training in place, there is clearly an eclectic mix of observations being made during their visits, with disparate teams requesting different data when measuring schools against the same standards.

Some schools may have more than one accreditation/inspection, as this gives them access to a wider network, enhances the marketing opportunities of the school and, of course, provides further external measures for improvement. Some agencies have a history of working together, such as the Council of International Schools (CIS) and the New England Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC), and will arrange a joint visit, thus reducing the duplication of effort and resources on schools.

Accreditation should not be confused with programme authorisation. For example, the International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO) demands compliance to its standards for each of its particular programmes, but they are very much specific to the IBO’s programme. A school that offers at least one of the IB programmes will have regular evaluations to ensure ‘that the standards and practices of its IB programme(s) are being maintained’. The IBO will only be interested in its own programmes. If a school offers the IB diploma programme, the IBO will evaluate the school’s adherence with its own standards for the IB diploma programme and will not be interested in the rest of what happens in the school. In contrast, an accreditation/inspection visit is generally concerned with the quality of education in the whole school, although phase accreditations/inspections are possible.


ACCREDITATION AGENCIES

There are various accreditation/inspection choices available to school leaders, although how much choice the school actually has will depend upon a multitude of factors. Does the school have an existing kitemark through its affiliation to a particular external evaluation? Will the local market allow a change of accreditation/inspection? Is the identity of the school intimately connected to the accrediting agency? The latter happens with some British schools, for example, that project an identity that references cultural symbols from the UK. Some of these symbols may be, at best, outdated and, at worst, offensive to the local context.

Regardless of the accreditation/inspection agency, a school leader who does not insist on their school having an external validation would require exceptional reasons as to why this was the case.


Council of International Schools (CIS)

This is one of the most well-established agencies that is not aligned with a particular country’s educational system. Schools across the world are accredited by CIS and these include schools with an affinity to a particular national system such as a British or American education.

The Council states on its website:


As a leader in the field of school evaluation and accreditation worldwide, we provide a unique international accreditation with a focus on student learning and global citizenship.





Council of British International Schools (COBIS)

COBIS is a UK-based organisation that introduced its own accreditation in 2017. It is becoming increasingly popular with international schools that have a connection to the UK, whether through name or curriculum. It states that schools that follow its accreditation will:


Gain valuable insight into your progress benchmarked against the best British and international practice, whilst working on your development priorities.





New England Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC)

This US-based organisation is used by many overseas international schools that offer a US-style high school diploma. This accreditation provides the required recognition for US colleges that accept high school diplomas from international schools. There are many other US-based organisations providing accreditation that will authorise a school to offer a high school diploma. NEASC states that their accreditation will help:


to assess, support, and promote high quality education for all students through accreditation, professional assistance, and pursuit of best practices.





British Schools Overseas (BSO)

This organisation is primarily used by British international schools and is an inspection, rather than an accreditation. At the time of writing, there are 215 international schools listed on the Department for Education (DfE) website as having successfully passed a BSO inspection. It should be noted that some schools decide to have phases of their school inspected separately. This may be helpful when there are clearly different strengths across phases or if a school is starting out and only has classes to, say, Year 6.

For a BSO inspection, a team of peers, trained by one of the three organisations that currently have authority from the DfE in the UK, will inspect a school against certain standards based on the UK’s national inspection system (Ofsted) and decide whether the school has met these standards.




PROCESSES

With an accreditation, there are very clear structures to put in place that the accreditation agency recommends as best practice. Chairs and co-chairs of various committees are expected to organise and manage discussions and improvements over a defined period of time. All stakeholders must be included in the developmental process, with focus group meetings for parents. Student agency is of high importance, as is a genuine desire to reflect on the school’s practice and improve all aspects of a school’s operations.

It is very much left to the school leaders to decide how to proceed with an inspection knowing, however, that the inspection team will require some very specific information that they will triangulate in their meetings with governors, parents, students and, of course, teachers.

Practice varies widely across schools and leaders as to how an accreditation or inspection is approached.

Some leaders will have the staff at ‘DEFCON 1’ for as much as a year before an inspection, creating unnecessary stress and doing little to support staff wellbeing. Others take a more measured approach, ensuring that the day-to-day practice is of high quality and then focusing on the particulars of inspection with around six weeks to go.

An accreditation is designed for continuous improvement of practice and, therefore, needs to be strategically planned, over a period of years, with regular review points that allow for corrections to the plan. But, like inspections, the strategy adopted for accreditations is still very much dependent on the school leader.

The accreditation route provides a strong mechanism for ceaseless evolution, benchmarked against the best international standards. It is inclusive and generative in its approach; collaboration is central to its philosophy – a partnership between the accreditation agency and the full school community. Inspection is done to a school.

School leaders seldom have the choice of a clean slate when it comes to deciding whether to choose accreditation or inspection or both. Other schools in the country or region may dictate a particular approach through their own accreditation/inspection choices. Sometimes the national system plays an important part, as in the UAE: the Dubai Schools Inspection Bureau (DSIB), in collaboration with the Knowledge and Human Development Authority (KHDA), inspects all schools every year.

It would be a brave school leader who does not fall into line with the majority, particularly if their employment hinges on the outcome of an accreditation/inspection.


ASIDE

There are countless research articles demonstrating that a blame-focused approach does not yield improved performance, and nobody wants colleagues who only improve because of a rewards system. A rewards methodology is inherently iniquitous, no matter how much we try to be objective.


	Who should be held accountable?


	Should we hold people accountable only to their contracts, policy and job descriptions or, as Sinek1 states, to the values, principles and guiding statements?


	Is accountability done to someone or is it a shared process?


	Does accountability require a range of processes depending on the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ of the school?


	Should there be a greater emphasis in schools on team accountability rather than individual accountability?


	Is there an optimum balance between ‘stick’ and ‘carrot’ or is this an outdated attitude to drive improvement?








1   Sinek, S. (2009) Start with Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action. New York: Penguin Group (USA) Inc.
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