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An International Ticket

Do International Schools just service the passing foreign trade or is there more behind their curriculum curtains?

DONNA COBBAN takes a closer look.

It’s a sunny winter’s day and I’m enjoying spending time outdoors with friends while our toddlers run about enjoying the sunshine.  The subject of our conversation turns to schools, one of which is a stone’s throw from where we are- “but it is an international school”.

“So, what’s wrong with that?” I ask, thinking that the only thing to fear might be the fees.

“No tradition and no rugby!” one mother tells me firmly.  “Brilliant”, I answer, ……. Then there’ll be no cauliflower ears and broken bones!”

“That’s only if you are in the scrum,” retorts a quick thinking father.

So that was that …. International schools were not getting a look in here.  As a child growing up in Harare, I always yearned to go to an international school – the mere name beckoned me towards Broadway and beyond.

Now, years later, I’m considering the option for my son, not in order to fulfill any childhood longings of my own but because my son is half French.  He has a huge number of French relatives, who live in the north of France and who utter not one word of English, and then there is my family in the south west of France, who sort of speak both 

languages.  I’m concerned that while he will become fluent in 
English and French, he may end up wearing his French like an ill-fitting suit – the kind that you pull out for weddings and funerals or for when there is simply no other choice.  I’d rather not take that chance.

My greatest worry at this early stage is purely selfish. What about the term dates that might put a damper on shared camping trips with my local friends?  That said, if the family all live in France then having summer holidays in winter makes perfect sense.  I check in with the French school:  yes, two months of summer holidays during our winter and in order to appease the local parents, three weeks over Christmas not too bad after all!  Surprisingly though, most of the other international schools I talk to (other than the American International School) follow a similar schedule to the South African independent schools’ calendar.   This, no doubt, makes for easy integration between local and international classes and makes camping with local cousins that much easier to organize.

But term dates aside, just how different are international schools?  How difficult is it for a local child to gain access and would the twang of say an American accent soon start to rub off on your homegrown child?  The International School of Cape Town has local students making up 50% of their total.  “We value having South African input in our school.  Not only does it expose all students to wonderful opportunities in terms of the international mix but they also add strong local flavour to the school,” says Helen Temple, who is in charge of admissions and marketing.

They have 30 different nationalities – I almost ask her to list them as I can’t think of so many offhand.

The American school in Cape Town is made up of 25% South African nationals and 25% US nationals, with the remaining 50% representing 34 other nationalities – another staggering amount.  At the International School in Mafikeng in the North West Province, local students constitute the majority of the school body.  The same applies to the Blouberg International School, where the students are predominantly South African.  Principal Nerine van der Merwe tells me that many locals attend due to the international qualification on offer.  Parents feel it will help their children to integrate into any school system around the world, both in terms of standards and expectations.  The same applies to the German school in Cape Town where South Africans of all races mix happily alongside Germans, Swiss and Austrians.

While researching ratios, I’m surprised to learn that the Chinese school in Pretoria is made up of about 65% English speakers and 16% Chinese speakers, with a variety of other nationalities from as far away as Burma and Russia making up the last 19%.  This institution accepts all learners who pass the entrance examination and accept the ethos of the school, which is Chinese, Mandarin is a mandatory third language at the school, which offers two streams of Chinese – home language Mandarin-speakers follow the conversational stream.  If I lived nearby, I might well have reconsidered my French school decision as being able to speak even conversational Mandarin is giving your child a humungous leg up in this life.  

As a belted uniform-below-the-knee-with-no-hair-touching-the-collar child, one of the things I dreamed about was attending a school with no uniform. It seems now my son might get to live my dream as the French school has no uniform.  (Although I now find myself secretly longing for some basic dress code that won’t find me fishing about in the festering laundry basket for the favourite pair of jeans come Monday morning!)

The good news though is that there are rules about the possibility of a person not being modestly covered by their clothing – essential details in the land of learning.  Surprisingly, the majority of international schools in South Africa do have uniforms, often complete with blazers and badges brandishing logos.  There are rules for piercing, jewellery and tattoos, with stubble and skirt length getting equal attention at most institutions.

Uniforms aside, let’ get down to the really serious extramural side of schooling – sport.  This is what seemingly turns so many South African parents away from the international schooling option as they seek perhaps to recreate the competitive Saturday morning thrashings they once gave the school down the road.

While the majority of schools don’t offer rugby, Helen (of the International School of Cape Town) tells me that there has been more than one relieved-looking mother receiving that news.  Another common misconception when it comes to international schools is that their players won’t be evenly matched on the field and other schools like a challenge.  Nothing could be further from the truth especially when I learn from Helen that her school’s basketball team has beaten a popular Southern Suburbs school that is known for its sporting prowess.

Touch rugby is played at the American International School in Cape Town.  In addition, they have regular fixtures with local and international schools.  Headmaster Ryan Blanton proudly tells me of sporting tours as far afield as the Netherlands, Russia and Egypt, with more sporting fixtures scheduled for Windhoek and Maputo next year.

On a visit  to the French school, I watch entranced a hall of five-year olds dance about with hula hoops and twirling ribbons as they try perfecting the forward roll –all part of the French physical education curriculum.  And then I am in for a real surprise ….. rugby is on offer here every Wednesday afternoon on the nearby Cape Town High School field.  Every international school offers something in the way of sport – I come across swimming, tennis, badminton, mountain biking, yoga, hockey, netball, basketball, judo – the list is endless with a healthy mixture of competitiveness thrown in.

And if that is not enough, international schools are also big on culture.  An exciting annual event held by the Helderberg International School is its International Festival Day.  This year cuisine on offer included Irish stew, Dutch croquettes and Russian apple dessert washed down with homemade South African ginger beer.  Not bad for a school function!!

So now that I have ironed out calendar quandaries, uniform dilemmas and sporting uncertainties, what about the education itself?  Why even consider doing it differently?  One outspoken principal, Pelham Lindfield Roberts of the Hout Bay International School, believes that there is little understanding in South Africa as to what an international education actually means.  He tells me that people believe that if a South African citizen seeks and international education, it is simply a passport for global opportunities.

It clearly is that and much more ……….”It is highly relevant and valuable for South African citizens as well as for the national interests of the country”, he says, concluding that “learning to celebrate diversity and to work in a plural society is what international education is all about”.

In terms of qualifications, the Hout Bay International School follows an International Baccalaureate (IB) curriculum in the last two years of high school.  Prior to this, the International General Certificate of Secondary Education (IGCSE)exams are available to students at the age of 16.   The curriculum is described as a combination of the national curriculum of South Africa and Britain, delivered through the innovative pedagogy of the IB.

While the American International School in Johannesburg also offers the IB diploma, its Cape Town equivalent uses a US-based, international school curriculum enhanced by the latest curriculum materials, resources and teaching practices from Australia, the United Kingdom, Canada and international school bodies.  This happens naturally given the diversity of the staff nationalities.

The French schools are bound by the French government and so offer a French curriculum while the German schools draw on the South African as well as the German syllabus.

At the International School of Cape Town, the primary school curriculum is based on the British syllabus with due cognizance being taken of developments within the South African curriculum.

The curriculum diversity and sporting provisions evident at the international schools in this country make them the ideal solution for anyone keen on gaining an international education in the classroom and on the playing field.

Taken from the August edition of Cape Town’s Child.

Kind Regards,

Annette Austin
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