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Finding the perfect school
By SRIMAYEE SEN SARMA

ONE daunting task of parenthood is finding 
the best school for your children, especially 
in a country like Malaysia where there are 
hundreds of options to choose from. This is a 
country that offers five different schooling 
systems, namely public, religious, home, 
private and international, with each system 
boasting sub-systems and a long list of 
options.

International schools alone number more 
than 141, offering a range of curricula, 
including Canadian, Indian, Singaporean, 
American, Australian and British. Hence, 
how do parents in Malaysia choose schools 
for their children? Is it just curriculum or are 
there other factors that contribute to their 
final decision? How should parents go about 
choosing the right school?

Private and International School Guide 
seeks to find these answers.

The deciding factors for parents
According to Helen Prior, founder of 

SchoolSelect Malaysia and independent 
school consultant, the first thing that most 
parents look for in a school is the quality of 
teaching and learning.

“With so many new international schools 
popping up over the last two to three years, 
the schools’ track record of academic results 
has become one of the most important 
deciding factors for many parents. Hence, 
nowadays they would look for more 
established schools that have proven track 
records.”

From her experience, Prior has noticed 
that parents, especially expatriates, want a 
school that will fully support their child as 
they settle into their new school lives. Quality 
of pastoral care is considered highly 

important, followed by exposure to sports, 
music and other enrichment opportunities.

“Location is another important factor 
parents consider when choosing a school, 
because the traffic in and around Kuala 
Lumpur can be terrible,” she adds.

Trying to find a school that suits the child, 
ticks all the right boxes, is close to a suitable 
housing area and not too far from the 
parents’ workplaces, can prove to be a 
challenge. However, above everything else, 
Prior believes that parents’ decisions have 
been mostly child-centred.

“If their child is good at sports, parents 
would look for a school with outstanding 
opportunities that can nurture the young 
one to excel at her chosen sport.”

There are also Malaysian parents who 

If your child is talented or shows interest in an extracurricular activity, ensure the school you 
choose has facilities and services that aim to nurture that talent.

Shaping future minds 
AS we move through the technological era, 
we see our world changing. Some 
opportunities have vanished while others 
appear in different forms. We are more 
connected and have become more 
competitive. This makes us think about the 
future we want for our children. 

Beaconhouse understands the 
importance of providing the best learning 
environment for your child to prepare 
them for the 21st century, while still 
instilling traditional values.

With a presence in eight countries, 
Beaconhouse is one of the largest school 
networks in the world. It has been 
providing academic excellence for the past 
43 years and now has more than 300,000 
students globally. Parents wanting a holistic 
quality education for their children can 
look no further as Beaconhouse is 
committed to developing students who are 
socially responsible, resilient and active 
citizens of the world. Beaconhouse strives 
to nurture students to have an international 
outlook with Asian values. 

The Beaconhouse experience
Its learning experience is designed to 

encompass both depth and breadth. Its 
focus remains in developing its students in 
the fullest possible sense. Built upon its long 
history of academic achievements and 
supported by a wide range of curricula, 
Beaconhouse students have the opportunity 
to experience the wider world. 

This enables students to achieve their 
intellectual potential and improve their 

choose international schools based on how 
many expatriates are in the school’s teaching 
staff, when ideally, the focus should be on 
the quality and experience of the teachers 
instead of their nationality.

Gauging affordability
The cost of school fees is a major factor 

when choosing a school and it can prove to 
be a hindrance to some parents. However, 
Prior opines that based on the fee structure, 
there are many tiers to private and 
international schooling in Malaysia, with 
various options that cater to parents from 
different strata of society.

“With the 40% quota for Malaysian 
students to attend international schools 

being lifted in 2012, we are now blessed with 
the many choices of international schools on 
various fee tiers here in Malaysia, especially 
in the mid-tier fee range,” says Elizabeth 
Wong, founder of Malaysia International 
Schools Parents Support Group.

Regardless of the various tiers, the fact 
that the expense of sending children to 
private and international schools is much 
higher than sending them to public schools 
cannot be denied. However, as pointed out 
by Wong, more and more Malaysian parents 
are choosing the former, even at the cost of 
compromising their lifestyle. But why?

Wong’s own children attend an 
international school and she explains her 
reason, “In the 21st century, education 
should focus more on being knowledge-
engaged rather than knowledge-rich. We 
want to see our children learn how to learn, 
and an international school offers this 
opportunity.

“I also wanted them to be in an 
international school because of the 
multicultural environment where mutual 
respect is encouraged and not imposed, and 
students are rewarded based on their 
merits,” adds Wong.

In addition, Wong believes these 
advantages are worth sacrificing for, and 
says, “More middle-class families who value 
quality education and are willing to 
compromise other expenses such as holidays 
and dining out are starting to consider 
international schooling for their children.”

Apart from having students from around 
the globe, international schools also employ 
expatriates as teachers, and some parents 
believe growing in this multicultural 
environment will help shape children into 
true global citizens.
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prospects beyond school. Its trained, caring 
and highly motivated teachers provide 
effective teaching, while still giving students 
personal attention, advice and support.

Beaconhouse offers well-resourced 
classrooms, libraries, computer and science 
labs, art studios and sports facilities. Its 
sports complex at Sri Inai International 
School includes facilities for futsal, 
basketball, volleyball and badminton, as 
well as an impressive six-lane swimming 
pool. Beaconhouse also strives to 
incorporate technology to enhance its 
pedagogy.

Beaconhouse aims to provide a balance 
between academics and extracurricular 
activities to develop well-rounded 
individuals. It offers a variety of activities, 
clubs and societies for students to choose 
from, including badminton, athletics, tae 
kwon do, Chinese calligraphy, debate and 
public speaking.  

Beaconhouse learner profile
The Beaconhouse learner profile 

translates its mission of benefiting students, 
the community and the wider world into a 
set of attributes essential for a student’s 
holistic development. The learner profile 
embodies values and beliefs that are 
essential for students to learn and grow into 
responsible citizens of the world. 

Leveraging its international presence, 
Beaconhouse organises events that offer 
opportunities for students to experience 
different cultures and interact with peers 
across its vast network. The Beaconhouse 

International Student Convention is an 
annual platform that hosts activities and 
competitions, ranging from sports and 
athletics to science, technology, visual and 
performing arts and filmmaking, in an effort 
to emphasise 21st century learning. 

Looking for a Beaconhouse 
school near you?

Beaconhouse has nine preschools, two 
private primary and secondary schools 
offering the national curriculum and two 
international schools offering the Cambridge 
IGCSE curriculum, in the Klang Valley.  

Beaconhouse believes that through hard 

work and determination, students will be 
able to step confidently into the real world. 
Beaconhouse ensures that they are equipped 
with the ability to make mature and well-
informed judgements based on a clear 
understanding of essential principles, 
concepts and moral values. 

Join Beaconhouse for its upcoming Open 
Day on June 29 from 10am to 3pm at all of  
its campuses. Speak to School Leadership 
Teams, take a tour and find out more about 
the various curricula offered at Beaconhouse 
preschools, national schools and 
international schools. 

n For more information, call 03-5632 2100 or 
email marketing@beaconhouse.edu.my

Beaconhouse schools bring the learning experience beyond just holistic development; they aim 
to develop students in the fullest possible sense.



Bringing context 
to early education

Making an informed choice

THE Primary School of the International 
School of Penang (Uplands) (Uplands Primary 
School) understands that learning is 
inseparable from social and cultural contexts. 
Students learn best when they feel accepted, 
enjoy positive relationships with their fellow 
students and teachers, and are able to be 
active, visible members of the learning 
community. 

Its school motto, “Respect for self, respect 
for others”, drives every decision it makes. It 
believes in creating self-directed learners 
who know what makes them unique, what 
they are good at, what they need to work on 
and what steps they need to take to get there. 

Uplands Primary School uses a range of 
assessment tools to involve its students in 
their own learning so they can identify their 
own individual goals and areas of growth. It 
offers a balanced curriculum where students 
are grown academically as well as in the arts, 
physical education, sports and technology, 
under the International Baccalaureate 
Primary Years Programme (IB PYP). 

The IB PYP framework incorporates local 
and global issues into the curriculum, 
asking students to look at six related, 
transdisciplinary themes and to 
consider the links between them. The 
themes include “who we are”, 
“where we are in place and time” 
and “how the world works”. This 
provides the foundations for 
learners to take action and apply 
their learning into new contexts 
aiming to make a positive 
difference to their community.

Ongoing and regular assessment 
will take place during the teaching 
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Evaluating the strengths

Apart from these factors, which are 
common among most parents looking for a 
school for their children, there are also 
specific concerns related to individual 
preferences, such as choice of curriculum 
and teaching methodologies.

For Junita Ee Zui Sien, the reason for 
choosing an international school over public 
school for her two boys was more about her 
lack of faith in the current national 
education system.

“The uncertainty and rapid changes in our 
local education system worries me, 
especially the competency and readiness of 
the teachers as well as whether they are 
equipped with the right teaching 
methodologies.

“The Education Ministry should stick to 
the fundamentals of teaching and retrain 
teachers by sending them for refresher 
courses. There should also be more 
emphasis on English, with core subjects 
taught in English because, like it or not, it is a 
global language. I also believe that Malaysia 
needs to stick to simple foundations of 
education and not waste time on 
unnecessary things such as black or white 

and learning process using a variety of 
methods to inform teachers and learners 
about the progress of learning. Formative 
assessments engage students actively in the 
process of learning. Students will learn to 
self-assess, peer-assess and improve their 
performance with the aid of each teacher’s 
timely, detailed and meaningful feedback.

Specialist teachers work alongside 
classroom teachers to integrate the inquiry 
concepts where authentic connections can 
be made. They co-teach with classroom 
teachers to aid the inquiry process, 
providing support to both teachers and 
students during the learning journey.

n To arrange a visit, email admissions@
uplands.org
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shoes,” she opines.
Wong also expresses her doubts about 

whether the Government’s current focus on 
“revamping” the education system of 
Malaysia is heading in the right direction.

“Many of us parents pursued the old 
Malaysian education system and we are doing 
well in our lives now, because it was leaner 
and less complex. I think we need to first ask 
what good education entails. To me, it is not 
about pushing one towards getting certain 
qualifications, but instead the process of 
facilitating learning, acquisition of knowledge, 
picking up various career skills through a rich 
schooling experience and hard work, 
inculcating good habits and incorporating a 
good value system in children.

Education, after all, is not just about 
academics but also about building character. 
Educating a child takes three parties: the 
school, the parents and the child herself. 
Hence, it is not fair to put the entire 
responsibility on schooling alone.
However, it is still imperative to find a school 
that values and practises quality, holistic 
education, because children spend most of 
their growing years at school and only a good 
institution can nurture young minds by 
fuelling their desire to learn. 
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The future is unwritten 
MORE than half of students enrolling in 
primary schools today will be employed in 
jobs that do not exist yet. Or is it that they 
will have to invent their own jobs? Or is it 
that there be no jobs because robots will 
have taken them all? You hear such things 
regularly. I am always left wondering: how 
could anyone possibly know?

It is certainly true that the world of work 
is changing, and we need to prepare our 
young people for this. There are many 
careers now that didn’t exist 10 years ago. 
How many people today are employed in 
social media roles? What were these people 
doing 10 years ago when smartphones were 
just coming out? For other careers, the case 
is that the skill set required has evolved. 
Think of a university librarian. Their day 
used to be spent helping crusty professors 
find what they were looking for in dusty old 
books. Now, they are grappling with a 
bombardment of online content, the veracity 
of which is sometimes doubtful.

I recently attended the conference of the 
Council of British International Schools in 
London. The topic this year was Vision 2030: 
The Future of International Education. 
Several keynote speakers focused on the 
impact robots and artificial intelligence (AI) 
will have on the future workforce.

They pointed out how essential it is that 
our education system does not set humans 
up to compete with robots. As one speaker 
said, “There is a danger that our education 
system is educating second-class robots 
rather than first-class human beings.” 
Speakers were at pains to point out that we 
need to equip children with skills that robots 
and AI cannot compete with, which include 
creativity, fine motor skills, dexterity and the 
ability to navigate social interactions well.

This has led to organisations such as 
Google producing lists of what they believe 
will be the most sought-after skills by 
employers in the future. Rather 
unsurprisingly, adaptability sits at the top of 
the tree. However, are all schools listening, 
and do they really understand what this 

means for them? I see too many examples 
of schools around the globe preparing 
students for what they predict tomorrow 
will look like. In my mind, this isn’t good 
enough. We are failing our children when 
we do this.

The future is fuzzy and we don’t have a 
crystal ball, so it seems to me that making 
predictions is a bad idea. Moreover, what 

their lives and of the importance of mental 
and physical well-being. It also means that 
our students are equipped with social, 
entrepreneurial and critical thinking skills, 
allowing them to design their own 
meaningful paths through this dense forest 
of opportunities and pitfalls.

What I am saying is that the problem 
with most of this stuff around preparing 
young people for future careers is how it 
frames the problem the wrong way. The 
future is not a place that exists yet and our 
young people have the power to decide 
what it looks like. At KTJ, we believe our job 
is to ensure our students determine a 
future that is right for them, their 
communities and the world at large.

Come visit the school to see us in action. I 
would be delighted to meet with you to 
discuss your child’s future.

n KTJ is the region’s premier British 
international school for students aged three 
to 19. For more information, call 06-758 
2995 or email registrar@ktj.edu.my

Creativity, adaptability and critical thinking skills have to be nurtured so that students can 
successfully navigate through the opportunities and pitfalls in life. 

all these predictions fail to recognise is that 
the future isn’t written yet. We have agency 
over this future and this is what we should 
be preparing our young people for. 

For Kolej Tuanku Ja’afar (KTJ), this means 
ensuring our students are prepared to save 
our planet and take the lead as global 
citizens. It means that our students develop 
an understanding of the need for balance in 

FOR Janelle Schmidt, the deciding factor 
for a school was its location. However, 
because her children were adopted from 
Ethiopia, she was also concerned about 
diversity and how they would fit in 
socially.

She researched extensively and found a 
school that perfectly suited her needs 
while also providing an environment 
conducive to learning.

“All the teachers at this school are 
highly qualified, the administrative staff 
impressed me when I met them and they 
were also very approachable. Because 
there is a small-community feel here (at 
this school), I felt that my children would 
be very well taken care of. I felt that the 

staff members truly care about the children.
“The curriculum the school my children 

attend has proven to be excellent in both 
academics and instilling life skills. It has 
aided in developing my children into 
thinkers, problem-solvers, global citizens and 
principled and reflective students. 
Additionally, the school offers various sports 
and after-school clubs that my children have 
expressed interest in.”

She emphasises the importance of doing 
thorough research before selecting a school, 
saying, “Many international schools claim to 
be, but are not true international schools, so 
take tours of the campuses. Make a decision 
that best suits your family because each 
school has its own strengths.”

When learning methodology takes precedence

Mother of four Huang Paik Ling first 
enrolled her three children in a Chinese 
national school, but later decided to move 
them to an international school.

She says, “My children struggled with 
the medium of teaching as we do not 
speak the language at home. I also felt the 
curriculum has a one-size-fits-all 
approach. The students were taught that 
there is only one way of problem-solving, 
and that was the teacher’s way. Classes 
often had up to 45 kids, so teachers did 
not have the time to give each student 
personalised attention. As a result, the 
ones who received attention were the 
ones who excelled and, ironically, the 
ones who needed more help were 
neglected.”

According to Huang, the school her 
children currently attend follow a more 
modern method of teaching, where there 
is a heavy emphasis on values and 
character-building.

“Quality academics is a given, so this 
was definitely a plus point. Teachers are 
genuinely caring and don’t mind staying 

back after school on their own time to 
coach weaker students.”

Although she was concerned that her 
children may grow up feeling privileged 
and disengaged from the real world when 
attending an international school, she is 
more than happy she made the switch.

“The current national syllabus is 
outdated and continues to focus on rote 
learning. I am happy that my children are 
learning to think as opposed to being 
spoon-fed.”

Before making the decision, however, 
Huang did her homework on which 
school would be the best fit for her 
children by attending private and 
international school fairs, speaking to 
parents of other schoolchildren and 
reading reviews on social media.

Having gone through the journey of 
finding the right school, Huang’s advice 
is: “Speak to as many parents as you can, 
because although open days are good, no 
school representative will tell you 
anything bad about their school. Getting 
balanced feedback is crucial.”

Prioritising diversity

Dr Glenn Moodie
Principal of KTJ
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