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The Inter-Community 
School is committed to 
providing a supportive 
and enabling learning 
environment in which all 
members of the community 
are challenged to achieve 
their individual potential, 
encouraged to pursue their 
passions, and expected to 
fulfil their responsibilities. 
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The ICS Mission & Vision
Our Mission
The Inter-Community School provides a supportive and 
enabling learning environment in which we challenge all 
members of the community to achieve their potential, pursue 
their passions and fulfil their responsibilities.

Our Vision
In order to provide a supportive and enabling learning environment ICS will: 

 ● offer differentiated programmes that are appropriate to a broad 
spectrum of learning styles and aptitudes consistent with a non-selective 
admissions policy;

 ● welcome a diverse student population with programmes to support and 
enhance that diversity;

 ● promote the principles of understanding and respect between individuals, 
communities, cultures and nations are promoted and, in particular 
reflect those principles, in our relationship with our host community; 

 ● recognise that language proficiency is fundamental to international 
understanding, and therefore give support to second-language 
acquisition and to mother-tongue development.

The challenge to achieve individual potential will arise from: 

 ● the expectation that students will strive to use their talents to the fullest; 
 ● the provision of out-of-class programmes of outdoor and expedition 

education; 
 ● the commitment that ICS staff should continue to be recognised as 

leaders in the field of international education; 
 ● the development of programmes of online education and extra-curricular 

classes to extend learning beyond the classroom and beyond the ICS 
student community.

The pursuit of passion will require the school to: 

 ● support and nurture talent and interest, and accommodate the many 
forms in which they arise; 

 ● celebrate excellence and commitment; 
 ● encourage the idea that individuals can and should make a difference.

The fulfilment of responsibility will be accomplished through: 

 ● an explicit and active commitment to human rights; 
 ● outreach and community action programmes that involve all of the 

school’s constituencies – students, teachers and parents; 
 ● environmentally responsible operational policies and procedures that 

embody the environmental awareness of the curriculum; 
 ● programmes that ensure the full engagement of ICS students with local 

and global issues.



Employment Philosophy

“A high value is 
placed on previous 

successful experience 
in the classroom.”
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The Inter-Community School Zurich seeks teachers who are committed to 
teaching as a career, and who wish to develop their professional skills to the 
highest possible level.  

In return for this commitment, ICS endeavours to provide an environment 
in which professionalism is valued and recognised and every possible 
support is given to teachers to develop and apply their skills. 

All teaching staff must be fully qualified and 
certified by a recognised accredited organisation.  

All teaching staff must be fluent in English.

All staff at ICS must share an unequivocal 
commitment to the Mission and Vision of the 
school.  

A high value is placed on previous successful experience in the classroom and, 
in particular, prior experience with the IB programme.  

ICS strives to ensure that the total employment package is amongst the best  
available to international school teachers anywhere and is sufficient to attract 
and retain the best possible teachers.  

ICS will recruit, without discrimination, the best possible practitioners for 
each position. Nationality is only an issue if it affects the availability of work 
permits.
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Want to Talk to a Member of Staff?
If you have been invited to consider a position at the Inter-Community School, you may find 
it useful to talk directly to a potential colleague. The staff below will be delighted to talk to 
you and answer your questions; with luck one of them has a similar personal situation to 
your own. If you join ICS, you will be allocated a buddy whom/who as part of your transition 
process you can contact in the months prior to your arrival.

Courtney Beamish 
Primary teacher
Dance & Drama

James Waterkotte
Secondary teacher
Music teacher & theatre technician

Lindy Hirt
Secondary teacher 
English Language & Literature
Individuals & Societies

“The school is friendly and supportive, with a mixture both of teachers who have moved 
around the International Schools circuit and teachers who now call Switzerland their 
permanent home.”
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Teaching at ICS

“ICS is a great international school that really strives to 
operate in the IB philosophy in all that it does.  Zurich is 
a very easy city to live in, and a great base in the centre of 
Europe.” 

“The ICS students are wonderful!  They are well-rounded, 
knowledgeable, curious students.”

“Best thing about school - the people make the place.  
Everyone works hard, but colleagues are very supportive 
of each other and very genuine.”

“What are the kids like? A big mix of nationalities, with 
many who have been in international schools for several 
years.  Well-behaved and eager to get involved in school 
life.  More diverse academically than a traditional ‘private’ 
school in the UK.”

“Professional Development opportunities? ICS provides 
a good fund for Professional Development. Each teacher 
receives 2000 Swiss Francs per year to attend workshops. 
The school also sends teachers on school-directed 
professional development, which is a separate budget.”

“What are the parents like? They have high expectations, 
but are supportive.”

“The best thing about ICS is the professional staff. You 
receive a lot of support from your colleagues. The worst 
thing about ICS is the work load. ICS staff are required 
to do a lot of extras beyond their classrooms (e.g. clubs, 
teams, duties, meetings, committees). Staff at ICS work 
incredibly hard; it isn’t unusual to work weekends and 
late. There is an intense feeling at this school that does 
not seem to lessen.”

“With Personal Professional Development funds, you 
can really take advantage of fabulous conferences around 
Europe and beyond.”

“The ICS staff are very friendly and always helpful.”

“Monday mornings are busy. It’s the beginning of the 
week and teachers ‘hit the floor running’ and don’t stop 
until Friday at the pub!”

“What are the staff like? A hugely diverse bunch of people.  
Very friendly, caring and willing to help you out when you 
need it. Lots of opportunities for socialising if that’s what 
you want.”
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Living in Switzerland
“Is it as expensive as its reputation suggests? Sure, 
accommodation, food and living costs might seem high 
when you compare them to other countries’ prices, but 
when you consider the low taxes and decent ICS salary, 
things balance out.  The quality of life is great.”

“Sign up to www.englishforum.ch  This will give you lots 
of information and tips about moving to Switzerland.  
Questions answered by expats living in Switzerland.”

“ ‘I speak no German - is that going to be a problem?’  No, 
many people speak English here.”

“The live music scene is unbelievably good and I’d been 
living in London – you will get to see many of the UK indie 
bands in small venues and the bigger names all come to 
Zurich.”

“Switzerland is expensive (though not if you’re coming 
from London!) but our pay is commensurate with the cost 
of living.”

“What’s the city like? Big enough, but small enough. It 
seems to strike a really good balance between the shops, 
restaurants, transport and facilities of a big city, but 
without the smog!”

“Zurich has arguably the best public transportation in the 
world.  You can get just about anywhere by bus, train, or 
tram.”

“With a huge lake, rivers and gorgeous mountains, Zurich 
is pure eye candy. The city centre is small and easy to 
walk. There are loads of trams to catch to get anywhere 
quickly. Shops are posh, so if you are looking for the latest 
Prada, Gucci and the likes, head to Bahnhofstrasse for a 
shopper’s paradise. There are some small cafes in the old 
town, which is a favourite place to shop and wander. Nice 
old buildings, quirky little shops, narrow passages and 
decent restaurants too. The old town’s got a good vibe.”

“You might have to pay up for it, but you can find all 
American goodies at specialty shops or internet markets.”

“The school has a good social network for singles, couples 
and couples with children. Plus there are lots of expat 
events to help you make connections beyond school, 
offering everything from evening happy hours to sports 
clubs and salsa dancing clubs. You can join groups for 
dinner nights and cinema outings. A friend of mine was 
here on her own for Christmas and she joined a group for 
dinner on Christmas Day. Plus there is a lot of culture in 
Zurich - museums, concerts and ballet.”
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General Information: The School
The Inter-Community School Zurich (ICS) is on a 
modern campus in the town of Zumikon, 15 minutes by 
tram from the centre of Zurich. Zurich is Switzerland’s 
largest city (it has a population of around 380,000) and 
is in the German-speaking area of Switzerland. It is an 
increasingly multinational city: almost one third of the 
city’s population is non-Swiss.

ICS is a private, co-educational day school providing a 
world-class international education to students from 3 to 
19. ICS is the only school in Zurich to be fully authorised by 
the International Baccalaureate Organisation to offer its 
Primary Years, Middle Years and Diploma Programmes. 
Our language of instruction is English and all students 
above Kindergarten also study German, the language of 
our host country. We also support students with limited 
English through our ‘English as an Additional Language’ 
programme. 

The student teacher ratio is 8:1. The average class size 
ranges from 16 in Early Years up to 20 in Grade 12. The 
average faculty member has had at least eight years 
experience; the average length of stay in the school is five 
years. As of August 2017, the school has more than 820  

students. Approximately 40% are British or American, 
with a further 53 nationalities also represented. 

The school year is divided into three terms running 
from mid-August to late June (180 school days). Classes 
are held daily, from Monday to Friday. We have strong 
programmes of sports and performing arts and a variety of 
extracurricular activities is offered. Indoor sport facilities 
include a gymnasium and a dance studio. Outdoor sport 
facilities include tennis, soccer, basketball and volleyball. 

For more information, please visit our website:  

www.icsz.ch
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As the Lonely Planet Guide says: “Switzerland conjures 
up clichés: chocolates, kitsch clocks, yodelling, Heidis, 
humourless bankers, international bureaucracies and 
an orderly, anally retentive and rather bland national 
persona. But Harry Lime was wrong when, in The Third 
Man, he said 500 years of Swiss democracy and peace 
had produced nothing more than the cuckoo clock. For a 
start, the Germans invented it; secondly, the Swiss have 
won more Nobel Prizes and registered more patents per 
capita than any other nation on earth. Muesli, DDT and 
life insurance may not be the stuff of legends, but where 
would the rest of us be without a bit of Swissness behind 
us? 

Switzerland may be neutral but it is certainly not 
flavourless. The fusion of German, French and Italian 
ingredients has formed a robust national culture, and 
the country’s alpine landscapes have enough zing to 
reinvigorate the most jaded visitor. Goethe summed up 
Switzerland succinctly as a combination of  ‘the colossal 
and the well-ordered’. The untamed majesty of the Alps 
and the tidy, just-so precision of Swiss towns prevent 
Switzerland from ever being as one-dimensional as some 
pundits like to try and make it.” 

General Information: Switzerland

Despite few natural resources, Switzerland has one of the 
highest standards of living in the world.  It is also one of 
the most expensive.  On the plus side, however, taxes are 
relatively low and services (health, transport, amenities) 
are of high quality. Petrol is cheaper than many European 
countries and, when you live in the country, it is possible 
to take advantage of half-price travel on Switzerland’s 
legendary fully integrated and highly efficient public 
transport system.

For the outdoor sports enthusiast there are year-round 
possibilities: hiking, winter sports, swimming, cycling, 
mountaineering, and roller-blading are all popular 
pastimes and well provided for.  There is also a variety of 
clubs and centres for tennis, squash, golf, soccer, handball 
and hockey enthusiasts.  

For culture vultures, Switzerland is rich in museums and 
offers many concerts, ballet and opera. For sightseers, 
there are steamers and boats that will sail you round 
all the major lakes, and cable cars, mountain railways 
and chairlifts that can transport you to some of the best 
scenery available with minimal personal effort.
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Pre-Arrival
Initial contact will be made in the spring to help you begin 
preparations for your move. A ‘buddy’ will be appointed, 
who will be able to answer questions about the school, 
living and general information about Switzerland. You 
will be put in touch with members of your grade, team or 
department to help answer specific questions about your 
subject area or grade level. Assistance in locating and 
securing an apartment will be provided.  Often the school 
will help you secure your lease, which can be difficult if 
you are new to Switzerland or not here to sign the lease.  If 
needed, a work permit will be obtained.

Post-Arrival
The fun begins here. You will be met at the airport, and 
accompanied to your apartment. You will be shown 
around, helped to get groceries, to get to the school and 
other such things. A package on living in Switzerland will 
be given to you.  This will explain all the funny nuances 
of life in Zurich and in Switzerland (every country has 
them). Support in sorting out your registration and 
documentation with your local Gemeinde (town hall) 
will be given. Someone from school will be available 
to accompany you, as this often requires the ability to 
converse in Swiss German.  

The school will help you in setting up various necessities 
including bank accounts, telephone, payment for cable TV 
and radio, etc. An insurance broker will help you establish 
your medical and personal liability insurance, as well as 
renters’ insurance.  You do not have to go with the school’s 
broker, but it does make the initial settling in easier.  
(You must have basic Swiss health insurance.) Shopping 
expeditions will be arranged (IKEA is great) by school bus 
to be able to transport any large purchases.  There are also 
a few handy men around who can help you assemble any 
difficult items.  Just ask. You will be given initial supplies 
to help you to settle in.  Some are disposable, while others 
need to be returned to the school.  These include cooking 

Arriving in Zurich

utensils, pots, air mattresses, and more. The amount of 
support you need is really up to you. However, the help 
the school provides makes the transition much smoother. 
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What’s your Situation?
James Waterkotte, music teacher and theatre technician, is married with two young children. 
His wife Amanda is a Learning Support teacher.

Switzerland
We moved to Zurich from Asunción, Paraguay in summer 
2014. Since my school days, I had always thought that I’d 
love to live in Switzerland. I played trumpet with a high 
school band that toured Europe every summer and we 
would always come to Switzerland. That was my favourite 
stop on the tour: I just loved the open green farmland and 
very natural beauty here. I enjoyed my job in Paraguay; 
learning about building theatre sets and working with 
sound and lighting systems was a great experience. But 
then some friends of ours moved to ICS and we found 
ourselves getting jealous of their Facebook photos and 
stories about their weekend adventures. So then we 
started looking into schools in Switzerland. 

When we saw there were job openings at ICS, and started 
looking at the Mission Statement and reading the website, 
it felt like this was the school for us. Everything we 
believed in was in the Mission Statement and the school 
seemed such a good fit.

The School
After we had both been offered jobs here, we found out 
that Amanda was pregnant. So we then had to call up and 
break the news. But ICS made the leap of faith and still 
hired us - even when they found out Amanda would be 
eight months pregnant when we moved and wouldn’t be 
able to start teaching here before giving birth. They really 
accommodated her. What was really nice was that we came 
here as newcomers to the school and our baby daughter 
arrived very shortly after we moved. Nonetheless, the 
feeling of support we got was great: there is a real sense of 
community here. So we knew we were in the right place.

Life here at school is good. I love the sense of community 
and the collaboration that the teachers have with each 
other. I have never been in a school that had the level of 
collaboration and communication that this one has. You 
end up exploring so many new ideas and having people 
to bounce thoughts off, even when they may not be in 
the same field as you. For example, one of my colleagues 
is a dance teacher but he has a lot of experience making 
movies. He gave me a lot of help when I was working with 
the Middle Years students on a film they were writing and 
producing. In every other school I have been in, specialist 
teachers tend to stay within their own area and don’t mix 
so much, whereas here, every department is part of the 

community. I also feel valued: I know it sounds corny, but 
I really feel that people appreciate what I am doing. 

School is keeping me busy and the downside is that I 
don’t get to see as much of my kids as I would like. As I 
coach some of the music groups, I am often working after 
school and so the days can be long. However, I really like 
the students. I teach Grades 7 through 12 and many of the 
students are really caring: when I sent them out a photo of 
my new baby, I got such a cool response, they all emailed 
back congratulations. 

Zurich
I would say that so far, Zurich is exceeding my expectations. 
I thought it would be just another big city but there are 
many spots you can go within Zurich – down by the 
waterfront, in the parks like the China Garden – that make 
you feel you are out in the country. 

We live in a village in the countryside a short drive from 
school as you head towards the mountains: sometimes I 
have to pull off to the side of the road and pinch myself 
because I can’t believe I live in such a beautiful place! True, 
it is a bit more expensive than where we lived before. It’s 
do-able on one income, but it’s a bit difficult and we have 
to be careful and plan ahead. But when Amanda starts to 
work again, we will be able to save money and have the 
money to travel around. However, we have done our fair 
share of travelling so far. We went down to Bellinzona in 
Ticino, close to Italy, and that was super beautiful and 
relatively cheap. We have also had a couple of trips to 
Germany, to Constanz, which was nice. 

Childcare
After we arrived here, Vreni, who helps staff with their 
relocation arrangements, started taking Amanda around 
to see some of the different crèches available. We started 
with the one closest to our apartment and then worked 
our way towards the school. Finding childcare can be 
tricky and you have to do your homework: you might find 
an amazing crèche but a lot of them are full, or may only 
have one space and not be able to take both your kids, if 
you have two. We also discovered that there is a big price 
difference between one crèche and the next, and that 
some of them provide lunch and others do not: if you can’t 



14 A Teacher’s Life 2018 ICS Inter-Community School Zurich

pick the kids up during lunch and need cover for that period, that’s an additional 
cost, so that’s something to consider. 

Transportation
We have a car but during the week I take the train into work every day. The public 
transportation system is very timely and extremely reliable. The full fare is a bit 
expensive but the Swiss railway offers so many discount fare options, it’s almost 
a bit overwhelming! Fortunately the ticket office in the nearby town of Egg 
has someone who speaks English and I told her my situation and she 
explained what I needed. There is a half-price card you can get and then 
you can buy every ticket for a year at half-price. I bought the half-price 
card and I would recommend others to do the same. You can apply 
for the card as soon as you get your ‘Ausweis’ (residence permit). 

Housing
We ended up taking over an apartment from someone who was 
also a teacher here. It worked out very nicely: not only did we get a 
great little apartment on the ground floor, which was exactly what 
we wanted, we also had the option to buy some furniture from 
them too. They went out of town when the summer break started 
and they let us use their apartment and it was nice to arrive and have 
a couch to sit on! That said, we have had to make some adjustments. 
There is a communal laundry room in our apartment block and we get 
only one day a week when we can use the machine. That’s interesting, 
especially with a baby! I am used to throwing a load of laundry into the 
machine every night. Now we can only use it one day in the week and on 
Saturdays when the laundry room is open on a ‘first come, first served’ basis. The 
machines are big, so you can still get it all done, but I am worried that it’s going to 
be a bit harder when Amanda and I are both working. 

“I have never 
been in a school 
that had the level 

of collaboration and 
communication 

ICS has.”
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Social Life
If you work at the school you naturally gravitate towards hanging out with other 
teachers, especially as you end up meeting a lot of people through school. But we 
are also meeting the locals: our neighbours are both Swiss but they speak English, 
so we hang out with them. I have also joined a traditional Swiss band in the next 
town and I go and play French Horn with the band one night a week. For me, it’s 
really fun to play music and not be the teacher, and also I am meeting people I 
wouldn’t otherwise meet as most of the people in the group don’t speak English. 

At weekends, we tend to go out of town. There are lots of places you can 
go on weekends or day trips. We love going to Mount Rigi, near Luzern, 
and in winter we will also go to the mountain resort Atzmännig so that 
my 2-year-old can learn to have fun in the snow. “During orientation 

week we were given 
all the basic information 

we needed to help 
us settle in.”



16 A Teacher’s Life 2018 ICS Inter-Community School Zurich

ICS students currently represent over 50 nationalities. 
For globally mobile communities of international schools 
like ours, meeting the challenges of globalization requires 
a flexible and comprehensive education that prepares 
students to realize their full potential.

ICS school-leavers apply for university places around the 
world. Once they have been accepted, what gives them the 
edge in their studies and provides them with a “ticket for 
academic success”?  

The University Admissions Officers Report 2016 
published annually by the International Baccalaureate 
Organisation (IBO) addresses admissions issues and rates 
three exam systems, A Levels, the IB Diploma Programme 
and BTEC. It also asks universities to identify what they 
are looking for in student applications. The report found 
that in the US and UK there is almost total agreement 
that the IB Diploma is the best qualification to prepare 
students to thrive at university. It provides students with 
university-ready skills, including self-management and 
intercultural skills, creativity and the ability to cope with 
pressure. 

ICS is an inclusive school in which 100% of students 
were admitted to the IB Diploma exams in 2016. We 
provide a world-class education that supports students in 
developing the essential skills they will need to continue 
their post-secondary studies. Last year, the IB Diploma 
pass rate at ICS was 95% and the mean average score of 
ICS candidates receiving the IB Diploma was 34 (out of a 
possible maximum of 45 points). Based on statistics from 
the IB for 2016, this result is significantly better than the 

Ticket to Thrive
ICS is an IB World School – and the only school in Zurich offering the PYP, MYP and DP 
Programmes of  the International Baccalaureate Organisation- but what are the advantages 
of the IB for our students?

worldwide mean average total averaging 30 points for the 
last five years.

The ICS Diploma Programme challenges students to 
think independently, accept personal responsibility and 
engage with the community. By acquiring and exercising 
leadership skills through a variety of service learning 
opportunities, students leave school equipped with 
the personal skills they need to persevere, successfully 
manage their study time, and complete tasks.

While the IB Diploma is a global programme, the ICS 
difference comes from our school’s commitment to 
developing the whole child within our culture of  learning, 
high expectations, and care. After their last visit to ICS at 
the end of 2016, the assessment team from the Council 
of International Schools (CIS) and the New England 
Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC) commended 
ICS in their report, referring to “…the climate of trust and 
care that exists between students and staff as the basis for 
an outstanding environment for learning and personal 
development”.

The IB maintains a hard-earned reputation for high 
standards of teaching, pedagogical leadership and student 
achievement. An international mind-set develops and 
flourishes within the framework of the IB and as an IB 
World School in Switzerland ICS provides students with a 
solid set of flexible skills essential in meeting the academic 
and social challenges they face as they prepare to enter 
university and work towards building a secure future.
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Outdoor Learning
Schools in Switzerland, a country renowned for its natural beauty, have embraced the 
outdoors as an essential component of children’s education.

It’s partly a response to the fact that—thanks to the rise 
in urbanisation and the ubiquity of technology—children 
are spending less time outside, even in a nature-rich 
environment such as Switzerland. In a 2016 study 
commissioned by Swiss youth support organisation Pro 
Juventute, Swiss children play outdoors for less than an 
hour each day, a sharp decline from the multiple hours 
they spent outside just a few decades ago. 

Furthermore, and even more surprisingly, 15 percent 
of Swiss children did not play outdoors at all during the 
surveyed period of time. 

Outdoor Education in Switzerland 
Providing substantial opportunity to spend time 
outdoors during the school day is not just about 
playtime. Some early-education schools in Switzerland 
and other European countries offer the exciting “forest 
kindergarten”, a type of outdoor kindergarten education 
that takes place outside—all day long, rain, sun or snow. 
At ICS, outdoor learning plays a significant role in the 
Early Years Centre. Together we spend one morning a 

week in the forest exploring the natural environment 
throughout the seasons. The special nature of the 
outdoors in Switzerland offers children opportunities to 
move on a large scale, to use all their senses, to be active 
and to express feelings and ideas. Children have access to 
two courtyards just outside of the classrooms as well as a 
mud kitchen, vegetable patch and pond all on campus, as 
well as a large wood chipped playground. 

The idea of using the forest as an unstructured classroom 
piqued international interest; it’s a far cry from the four 
walls and desks to which most people are so accustomed. 
A recent documentary following one such Swiss forest 
kindergarten, School’s Out: Lessons From a Forest 
Kindergarten, generated worldwide news coverage that 
explored the benefits of nature on children’s education. 

But the various positive effects the natural world has on 
the physical and mental wellbeing of children and adults 
has been a subject of interest for years. First, a connection 
between humans and nature was detailed: the biophilia 
hypothesis, which states that humans have an innate 
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desire to connect with nature and other living things, was coined in 1973 and 
popularised a decade later. These days, biophilia pops up everywhere—city 
planning, interior design, workspace development and, of course, education 
for all ages—as a way to improve wellbeing. 

Cognitive benefits
Both children and adults can benefit from the outdoors, educationally or 
not. In early education years, children who spend more time outdoors have 
shown higher levels of self-confidence and greater independence, engaging 
spontaneously in learning through play. Certain behavioural issues or disorders 
may also be mitigated through increased connectedness to nature; in one 
study, children with ADHD showed marked improvements in concentration 
after just a 20-minute walk in the park. 

But children without ADHD can also reap those benefits. Psychology 
researchers from the University of Michigan showed that people who spent an 
hour interacting with nature exhibited a 20 percent improvement in memory 
performance and attention span. Nature’s impact on these important cognitive 
functions can vastly support learning. 

Physical benefits
The benefits of outdoor learning extend beyond the brain and to the body. 
While obesity rates in Switzerland are low for both adults and children 
in comparison to other European countries, children are still getting less 
exercise, instead spending more time with technology—as much as six 
hours per day according to some estimates—than with peers. When outside, 
however, children are “more than doubly active”, which can contribute to 
fewer instances of childhood obesity.

More interestingly and perhaps less intuitively, outdoor activity impacts 
eyesight. Research has suggested that natural light may assist in the 
development of the eyes in growing children, keeping vision in focus by 
supporting the distance between the lens and the retina. A reliance on indoor 
lighting (and artificial lighting from digital screens) can contribute to the 
development of myopia, or near-sightedness. 

Cultural benefits 
Learning outdoors can also support cultural education. As being outdoors 
encourages learning through play, children may engage with those of a different 
cultural background—strengthening their compassion and understanding for 
those outside of their immediate, familiar community. Children learn to work 
together to solve problems on their own, as they are not restricted to a desk or 
a written assignment.

Field trips to foreign countries are also a way to 
implement outdoor education, giving children the 
unique opportunity to combine travel with learning and 
increasing the exposure to different cultures.

The classroom
International schools in Switzerland often provide the 
opportunity for outdoor learning, and not just because 
of its impressive countryside. Outdoor education 
programmes allow young students to make connections 
with nature and culture, learning more about the world 
while improving their overall wellbeing.  

In addition to improved cognitive function, 
those who spend time in nature may also 
see a reduced risk of depression, according 
to Stanford researchers. Overall mood and 
contentedness also improved with exposure 
to nature. Green space, it turns out, is 
healthy for the brain no matter the age.
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How to Ensure Learning is not 
Hit or Miss
What kinds of conditions might you need to learn well? Do you need a quiet room to think 
or can you focus better while listening to music? Do you remember information better if it 
is written down or is it enough to hear it once? This article looks at why reflecting on these 
kinds of questions is crucial for lifelong learning success, and what concrete steps ICS has 
taken to explicitly raise our students’ awareness of how they learn.

Learning about your learning is called metacognition. 
It may seem like a complicated term, but it just means 
thinking about your thinking and learning. It entered 
the educational lexicon in 1976 when the term was first 
coined by the American psychologist, John Flavell (1979). 
He argued that if children consciously understood the 
processes of their own learning and could understand 
how to control those processes, then successful learning 
could be achieved. He maintained that children need to 
be taught strategies which, when given enough time, they 
would independently apply to new learning situations. 
Metacognition has only been recognised as a discrete 
strand or dimension of knowledge since 2001. It is still a 
relatively new area in cognitive-developmental inquiry.  

Influence on achievement 
and lifelong learning 
Research shows that understanding how we learn is 
one of the most powerful influences on not only student 
achievement at school but on lifelong learning. For some 
years now, ICS has been collaborating with Bill and 

Ochan Powell, the internationally renowned educators 
and authors, on a number of key topics at the forefront of 
global education, one of which is metacognition. 

ICS as a lab school for metacognition
Two years ago, ICS welcomed the Powells for a workshop 
on “Becoming an Emotionally Intelligent Teacher”. As 
Mrs Campbell, ICS Head of School, says, “This workshop 
led to further intriguing and fascinating questions like 
‘How can we help students learn about their learning?’” 
This and other questions resonated so strongly with ICS 
professionals that the school decided to take the initiative 
further. 

Project week with Ochan Powell 
In November 2016, Ochan Powell along with Mrs 
Campbell and ICS Director of Education, Liz Hargreaves, 
organized a one-week metacognition project at the ICS 
campus. One of the aims was to explore how our teachers 
can teach metacognition explicitly and help our students 
develop metacognitive strategies. The week entailed 
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workshops with ICS staff, observations in classrooms, 
meetings with teachers and group discussions with ICS 
parents. 

Mrs Powell’s workshop with ICS teachers focused on 
identifying specific areas for metacognitive development 
and ensuring they are addressed in the classroom. The 
workshop was a huge success and highly appreciated by 
all participants. 

Mrs Powell interviewed several parents while she was at 
ICS to find out more about the children she was observing. 
We asked her to tell us more about her inquiry. 

Mrs Powell, could you please give us a little 
background on the research you’ve been doing?
Education Across Frontiers has been researching and 
observing how students learn   for several years now. We 
noticed that some were very perceptive and clear about 
what they needed in order to learn. However, we met 
others who weren’t clear at all.  We wanted to know why 
one group of learners had this clarity and others did not. 
And because we thought learning was too important to be 
hit or miss and left to chance, we set up this project. 

We started by sending surveys to international schools 
around the world to ask them if, and how, they teach 
metacognitive strategies.  Although most said they did, 
we were disappointed to find that few could actually 
demonstrate how consciously and deliberately they do it. 

What makes your collaboration with ICS so 
important?
First of all, we are very passionate about ensuring that 
the school experience for young people is inclusive and 
that every student feels welcome.  Before we started our 
non-profit, ‘The Next Frontier Inclusion’, it seemed many 
school leaders would cherry pick which students they 
admitted and we didn’t think this was right. So, working 
with a school like ICS that is not academically selective 
and that firmly believes it is their responsibility to teach all 
students, is crucial to the success of our work. ICS has also 
been a pioneer in the international education landscape. 
And when we started discussing the metacognition project 
with leadership and faculty members, they were so keen 
to delve deeper into the topic that they decided, without 
hesitation, to work with us.

Why is metacognition so important? 
We want to know how students apply themselves as 
learners. What do they put into the experience of learning 
and how does this support their learning. We know 
from research that when students are conscious about 
applying their skills, they learn more effectively and 
more thoroughly, and that awareness and self-knowledge 
are essential to success in life and in learning.  Being 
metacognitive is a very different skill set to the content 
that students usually learn in class. And as we don’t 
assume they intuitively understand cognitive processes, 
we need to teach them explicitly.
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You’ve been working here at ICS for a week now. 
What has that week looked like? 
We asked ICS teachers to identify some children 
who demonstrated a high level of consciousness and 
self-direction in their learning. We observed the teachers 
and students in action. Then we had some fascinating 
discussions with the students’ parents to analyse the kind 
of patterns they notice in their kids and to ask if they do 
anything in particular to foster metacognition. 

Can you give some examples of metacognition in 
action?
Of course. In a Grade 7 Maths class in Middle School, for 
example, the teacher had set a problem at the beginning 
of the week. When reviewing his students’ work, he 
recognized students had used five different ways to answer 
the problem – all leading to a correct answer. The teacher 
made a lesson of the 5 different approaches, asking 
students to explain the reasoning behind each and then to 
attempt at least one of the other approaches in solving a 
problem. Many of us were taught that there was only one 
right way. Today, we want our children, particularly in 
maths, to understand that there are many ways to arrive 
at the same answer. 

Having the students explore all the ways of getting there 
is a good example of a deliberate way for a teacher to 
teach metacognition. Students were challenged to think 
about how they approached a problem and discuss their 
methods with peers. Thinking about the ‘how’ helps 
students discover more about their learning. 

What did you learn from the conversations you 
had with ICS parents?
We were curious about what role the parents played. 
What unanimously came out of those conversations was 
the trust they had in their children to do their best. They 
also talked about the importance of relationships and of 
taking time to really listen. 

As well as having a strong culture of learning 
and high expectations, ICS actively promotes a 
culture of care at the school. How does this tie in 
with metacognition?
We would like to see more young people who value and 
care about each other; who come out of school and are 
confident to take risks; and who are effective in how they 
listen to other people. Teaching metacognitive strategies 
enables our students to be thinkers who are able to look 
at issues from multiple facets. An ICS Grade 2 teacher 
said “I would like my students to care about the success 
of others so when they work in a team, it’s not just 
about themselves.” And these are important values. ICS 
promotes these every day.

You mentioned ICS being a pioneer in global 
education and we know that you attended the 
KnowledgeWorks conference ICS held recently. 

What metacognitive strategies did you observe in 
the students who attended?
First of all, the students were really excited and enthused 
about thinking about their own learning. They were also 
perfectly capable of sitting beside an adult and together 
with that adult trying to decide how you grapple with a 
problem, how you extrapolate planning points from it, 
and how you try to understand complex issues. 

As teachers, we are interested not only in the behaviours 
that children exhibit but what we can do to encourage 
them. The main purpose of developing the skill of 
metacognition is to help students develop the skill of 
self-direction or of self-efficacy because they need to take 
charge of their own learning. 

How can teachers be sure they are teaching 
metacognitive strategies? 
At the workshop I gave this week to ICS faculty, we used a 
taxonomy table to assess what cognitive and metacognitive 
processes are being used for a particular task. Teachers 
can use this tool to evaluate if a particular task they are 
giving is using the full range of the taxonomy and what 
proportionality of that range they are using.  For example, 
does the task develop factual or conceptual knowledge, 
are the students analysing, remembering or creating?  
Teachers can use the taxonomy table to question if their 
task is really working at the metacognitive level. 

How might parents support their children who 
are feeling less confident?
I believe it is very important to help your child develop 
a vocabulary for their emotions so they can put a label 
on what they’re feeling. It’s important to dignify their 
emotions and not dismiss them. We know from cognitive 
coaching that unless we dignify an emotion, the other 
person will not think we have heard them. 

Emotions impact learning. They can impact them 
negatively (just as we know when you’re angry, you don’t 
make good decisions), they can also impact learning 
positively. And so a child who doesn’t feel efficacious 
about learning a particular subject and who has learned 
some metacognitive strategies might say:  ‘What are some 
things I know about myself that I need in order to learn 
well?  What other way can I try to approach this task? 

For more information on Ochan Powell and 
Education across Frontiers, please visit http://www.
educationacrossfrontiers.com/
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Su Mo Tu We Th Fr Sa 
  

 
August       1 2 3 4 

 
1 August: Swiss National Day 

 
  

5 6 7 8 9 10 11 
 

2 August: new Teachers HR Day 

  
12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

 
3 August: New teachers & senior coordinators  

  
19 20 21 22 23 24 25 

 
7 August: Teachers / TAs return 

  
26 27 28 29 30 31 1 

 
7-14 August: In-service/preparation 

 
September 2 3 4 5 6 7 8   

 
  

9 10 11 12 13 14 15 
15 August: First day of classes

August: First day of classes
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8 April Sechseläuten  

  
14 15 16 17 18 19 20 
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10 June Whit Monday 
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20 June  Last day of classes  
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21 June:  In-Service (No students) 
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August: Primary New Student Orientation
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