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From the IB to AP and A-levels, a curriculum’s 
suitability for a secondary school student depends 
on factors ranging from learning style to academic 
strengths, writes Jacqueline Kot

Every milestone stage of a child’s education journey is 
significant in its own way and comes with its own unique 
set of points to consider. For young people progressing 
to tertiary education, the senior years at secondary 
school are crucial, as these will determine where they go 
to university and what subject or subjects they will study. 
It is a pivotal time that pushes students towards what 
they hope to achieve in their lives and careers.

When it comes to young people at international 
schools with ambitions of studying abroad, a range of 
application procedures apply in different countries 
and at various universities. There is always a worry 
that, for example, an American university may be 
hesitant to offer a place to a student who has studied 
an unfamiliar curriculum.

When it comes to the secondary school curricula 
offered at international schools across Hong Kong, the 
International Baccalaureate (IB) programme is now the 
most common. Other programmes such as A-levels and 
Advanced Placement (AP) are available at certain schools 
but are more niche than before IB gained ascendancy.

The curriculum is obviously a significant factor when 
considering which school to send your child to, 
particularly with regards to older students and 
university considerations. Ruth Benny, founder of Top 
Schools Asia, a Hong Kong-based consultancy that 
specialises in education, advises parents not to make it 
the key deciding factor from the get-go, however.

“We meet parents of very young children, apparently 
guided by the fact they ‘might’ send their children to the 
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US universities such as Harvard (pictured) may be more used to accepting students with American high school qualifications, but those institutions interested in recruiting 
the best and brightest from abroad have grown increasingly switched on to gauging student potential based on applications from different systems. Photo: AP Photo

British Prime Minister Rishi Sunak has said he would like pupils 
in the UK to study English and mathematics through to the final 
year of secondary school. Photo: AP Photo
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Firstly, it afforded the chance to offer a bilingual English-Mandarin 
Chinese programme of study for primary pupils in classes from 
preparatory level up to Grade 6. Then, there was the clear framework, 
strong reputation, and comprehensive range of subjects. 

Care had been taken to allow enough time within the typical 
school week for lessons in visual arts, music, Bible studies, and 
physical education. And this balance was also reflected in the 
attention given to an understanding of different cultural values and 
the broad concepts of global citizenship.  

“Over the last 20 years, the Alberta version of the Canadian 
curriculum has consistently done very well when ranked against others 
in English-speaking countries,” says Dr Cora Hui, head of school at 
CAPCL, noting the usual measures such as student numeracy and 
literacy. “It gives children the knowledge to live a good life, gives 
everybody a sense of achievement, and doesn't leave anyone behind.” 

In tailoring things to the Hong Kong environment, Hui particularly likes 
the fact that the chosen curriculum is systematic and sufficiently rigorous, 
but also flexible and thus able to accommodate bilingual teaching. 

Where necessary, for example in science classes, there is an 
emphasis on logical reasoning and analysis. Elsewhere, though, the 
focus is on presenting different activities and pathways in a way that 
lets pupils see improvements in their own performance and gives 
everyone a chance to shine.   

“Teachers like the structure, where they know intended outcomes 
and have goals to achieve by the end of the year,” Hui says. “But they 
also have the autonomy to make classes engaging and interesting. 
So, for instance, in the homeroom, they might use music in a social 
studies or science unit. They can be creative, integrate new ideas, 
and not just follow the main bullet points. That makes it fun to teach 
and fun for students to learn.”  

As a matter of principle, the school also makes a point of 
encouraging teachers to adjust standard course content so that it’s 
relevant to Hong Kong. This allows them to talk about aspects of the 
city’s history and what makes it distinct, while also touching on east-
meets-west themes and reconciliation between peoples which is a 
big part of the general discourse in Canada.    

At times, teachers might also want to introduce elements of their 
own stories, explaining where they are from and why they made 
certain decisions. In that way, they help pupils to understand and 
appreciate differences, while showing that we all have the same 
basic needs and that, in a community, everyone counts.  

“That is a very valuable lesson for children,” Hui says. “It helps 
them find answers when they step out of school and means they 
start to develop a global outlook.”  

Separately, another of the curriculum’s key strengths is the focus 
on setting and achieving standards. This provides clarity for students, 

parents and teachers, with general assessments conducted four 
times a year. In essence, report cards are used to measure each 
child’s “growth” in terms of achievement against prescribed norms 
and expected outcomes, but with due reference to the starting point. 

For literacy, that means checking progress in four areas: reading, 
writing, speaking and presentation. Extra support is available as and 
when needed.  

“We don’t do a lot of tests because progress can be demonstrated 
through projects and presentations.” Hui says. “In a practical sense, we 
make sure children know things before they move on, and we give time 
and flexibility so they can find the best way to show what they know.” 

Regarding the increased use of technology in the classroom, Hui 
is adamant it must be there to enhance learning, not as a “pacifier”. 
One priority is to ensure students use it responsibly, understand that 
faster is not necessarily better, and are alert to possible hazards such 
as too much screen time. 

“Tech will, of course, influence their lives in future, but it cannot 
be everything,” she says. “That’s why we teach the value of human 
relationships as part of our school philosophy and find other ways for 
children to be a little bit better tomorrow than today.” 

Over the past year, this has meant creating opportunities to do 
outdoor activities, get involved in community service, and become 
“agents of impact”. In partnership with local NGOs, students have been 
out distributing food, singing, performing, and knitting scarves for the 
elderly. All of this helps to build and self-confidence and friendships 
through experiencing the benefits of giving, not just receiving.        

“There are a lot of events to which parents are invited, and we 
have a parent support group, which meets every two months,” Hui 
says. “We make clear our direction as a faith-based school, which 
helps to build trust and transparency, and we take feedback seriously.”

Giving every child a chance to shine 

Scan to learn more

When deciding to use Canada’s Alberta 
curriculum, rather than one of the 
alternatives, Christian Alliance P.C. Lau 
Memorial International School (CAPCL) 
had a number of very good reasons. 
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US for grade nine, or the UK for year nine. That’s years 
away and, in my view, not an important factor in 
choosing a school for now,” she said. “Our clients are 
generally seeking a well-established school with a 
proven track record, and a good brand. Restricting 
choice further to one curriculum means they’d likely be 
eliminating good-fit options without realising.”

Furthermore, universities around the world have 
become increasingly adept at reviewing students who 
have studied a different curriculum than the one 
dominant in the institution’s home country.

“Universities are understandably more familiar 
with their own national curricula and grading 
conventions, but the word is out regarding other 
international options. Universities seeking to recruit 
the best and brightest graduates from abroad are 
increasingly savvy in comparing apples and oranges as 
they receive applications from different systems and 
gauge student potential,” said Dr David Butler, upper 
school principal at the Canadian International School 
of Hong Kong (CDNIS).

So, how do the main secondary school curriculum 
options in Hong Kong compare when it comes to 
considering higher education?

The IB is a through-train programme that starts with 
the Primary Years Programme, followed by the Middle 
Years Programme. Students studying the IB programme 
up to graduation will move on to the IB Diploma 
Programme (IBDP) or IB Career-related Programme 
during their final two years of school.

The IBDP is an all-encompassing, holistic and 
well-rounded programme. Unlike curriculum 
programmes that allow students to focus on specific 
subjects and disciplines, the IBDP mandates that 
students choose subjects from six subject groups, 
meaning that all students are enrolled in maths, science 
and language in their last two years of school. In 
addition to the six subjects, there is the DP core, which 
sees students participate in “creativity, activity and 
service” (CAS) experiences or projects, complete a 
4,000-word extended essay, and take on a theory of 
knowledge course.

“All of these elements must be approached through 
an internationalist lens in pursuit of the IB’s mission to 
create a better world through education,” said Butler. 
“When a student joins the IBDP, they are committed to 
the entire package.”

The IBDP is also known for its rigour. Butler added 
that CDNIS graduates asked to provide feedback 
commented that the programme was effective in getting 
them to develop discipline in their studies as well as 
good time management skills.

“The challenging nature of IB assessments invites 
students to become effective interpreters of questions, 
prompts and rubrics,” Butler affirmed. “As they 
transition to university, they find themselves exceeding 
their classmates in fulfilling the requirements of 
assigned tasks.”

Also a two-year programme, A-levels – the 
shortened, widely used term for Advanced Levels – is 
part of the UK’s national curriculum. Students choose 

three or four subjects, with an extensive range of 
subjects available – although the courses on offer 
depend on the school in question.

A-levels differs from the IBDP in that students can 
focus on fewer subjects, choosing according to their 
preferences or with university applications in mind. For 
students with a clear path in mind, the A-levels 
programme allows them to focus on their strengths. In 
this way, young people can concentrate on their chosen 
field and have a better chance of excelling at it.

Compared to the IBDP, there is more emphasis on 
the final exam in the A-levels programme, but some 
subjects’ final assessments are based on coursework as 
well as exams.

“A-levels are perfect for a child who is stronger in 
sciences, or humanities and the arts, and is fairly certain 
about which path they want to pursue for higher 
education,” said Benny. “Some A-levels do have a fair 
amount of coursework, so it’s incorrect to say they are 
purely graded on exams,” she continued – adding that 
A-levels can also be taken alongside AS-levels (half an 
A-level, with the ‘S’ standing for “Subsidiary”), career-
based BTEC (Business and Technology Education 
Council) qualifications, and IB or AP courses.

It may be worth noting that, in September 2023, UK 
Prime Minister Rishi Sunak announced a proposal to 
shake up the A-levels programme and create a new 
Advanced British Standard, comprising five subjects 
instead of three. The new plan, if it goes ahead, would 
make it mandatory for young people to study maths and 
English up to the end of school.

The AP programme, created by the US’s College 
Board, offers university-level courses designed for high 
school students. The final grade is based on the AP exam 
that students sit at the end of the school year. AP courses 
are offered from grade nine onwards, giving students 
exposure to higher-level studies from a younger age.

Furthermore, students can receive college credit or 
fulfil certain course requirements for their first year at 
university through AP courses studied at high school, 
provided they achieve the required score. This can 
save a significant amount of time for students, 
potentially enabling them to graduate a semester early. 
The AP also stands out for the wide range of choices it 
offers to students.

“One of the advantages of the AP programme is that 
students can select which courses they want to study at 
an advanced level,” said Carrie Bennett, high school 
associate principal at Hong Kong International School 
(HKIS), adding, “Unlike with the IB, where there is a 

prescribed study plan, AP students have more choices 
in their academic portfolio. They can follow a path of 
study that includes AP courses as well as regular high 
school ones, depending on the subject area.”

“Students who want to have more choice might 
choose the AP, while students who would like a more 
prescribed programme might choose the IB,” said 
Jason Holly, high school counsellor at HKIS. 

“AP and the IB are recognised in North America 
and Europe. IB is the more common programme if 
applying to European universities.”

At CDNIS, the standard curriculum sees students 
work towards the Ontario Secondary School Diploma 
within the framework of the IB programme, providing 
a unique opportunity to graduate with both diplomas.

“This affords graduates an advantage since they 
can apply to university programmes using both sets of 
grades. Some universities may favour one system over 
another, so being able to apply with both diplomas 
can generate more opportunities,” said Butler.

In addition to the IB and IGCSE programmes 
offered through its English international stream, 
German Swiss International School (GSIS) offers the 
Deutsches Internationales Abitur curriculum through 
its German international stream.

“The German international stream offers a 
distinctive curriculum that sets it apart from other 
educational options. With a strong emphasis on 
mathematics and sciences, the programme introduces 
biology, chemistry and physics from lower secondary, 
providing students with a solid foundation in these 
critical subjects,” explained Udo Krebs, head of 
German secondary at the school.

Ultimately, choosing the right curriculum involves 
considering how each student learns best, where their 
individual strengths lie, and – if they are considering 
tertiary education – whether they have strong ideas 
about what they want to pursue at university.

“It is important for pupils to carefully consider their 
individual goals, interests and learning styles when 
choosing the right curriculum. For instance, if a pupil 
finds it challenging to narrow down their options to 
three A-levels or is unsure about their future field of 
study, the International Baccalaureate may be worth 
considering, as it offers a broader range of subjects,” 
said Laura Yandell, principal deputy head (curricular) at 
Harrow International School Hong Kong. “However, for 
pupils who have a clear career path and know exactly 
what they want to study, specialising in that subject 
through A-levels may be the best choice.”

Studying at a 
local university 
may be the more 
affordable option, 
but many children 
at Hong Kong's 
international 
schools have their 
hearts set on 
going to the UK, 
US or Australia. 
Photo: Eugene Lee

Universities are 
understandably more 
familiar with their own 
national curricula and 
grading conventions, but 
the word is out regarding 
other international options

DR DAVID BUTLER, CANADIAN  

INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF HONG KONG
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Students there who opt to enter the German International Stream 
follow a well-rounded, highly-regarded curriculum which can take them 
from kindergarten up through primary and secondary levels to the final 
Deutsches Internationales Abitur (DIA) qualification, which opens the 
door to top universities everywhere.

For applicants at certain levels, no prior knowledge of German is 
required. But an immersive language programme quickly brings non- 
native speakers up to speed, giving them the confidence to study all the 
usual subjects in a bilingual German-English classroom environment 
and to play a full part in a wide selection of extracurricular activities.

The basic academic curriculum is set and supervised by the German 
government, which also ensures quality standards are achieved. It 
combines traditional strengths in arts, sciences and mathematics with 
a large multilingual component, and is designed with the values of 
innovation, independence and creativity in mind.

“Students get a very prestigious, internationally recognised 
education with a diploma that enables them to apply and enrol for any 
university worldwide, including elite institutions in Europe, the United 
States and Hong Kong,” says Grit Cichon, deputy principal and head of 
the German International Stream. “The curriculum and qualifications are 
comparable and parallel with the IB or IGCSE. We offer several different 
entry points, and since GSIS is part of a network of 135 such schools 
around the world – four of them in mainland China – it is possible to 
switch to a partner school if a family has to move.”

In practice, 50 per cent of some subjects – history, biology and so 
on – are taught in German, with the balance taught mainly in English. 
All tests and exams are taken in the relevant language. And, outside 
class, cross-stream activities including sports, drama, music and 
volunteer projects allow for plenty of interaction and involvement.

One student clearly seeing the benefits is 14-year-old Mimi (Noemi) 
Signorotti, who started at GSIS three years ago. She is among the one-
third of non-native German speakers in her class and is part of the fast-
track programme which helps each of them attain fluency. To achieve 

The German bilingual approach 
puts GSIS students on fast track

that, she took tailor-made German classes for the first two years, as 
well as extra lessons, usually before school hours.

“I wanted the challenge of learning a new language and discovering 
a new culture,” says Signorotti, who is half-Swiss and already proficient 
in English, Chinese and Italian. “I still remember the very first lesson; 
we were taught about places and Sachertorte, and things moved very 
fast. My German is getting better all the time. I spend about 30 minutes 
a day revising my notes and I can always ask classmates for help if I 
don’t know a word or phrase.”

The school has encouraged subsequent intakes of fast-track 
secondary students to take an introductory summer course at the 
Goethe-Institut Hong Kong. This allows them to pick up the basics of 
the language and start building a vocabulary, while also lessening any 
concerns about starting to study other subjects in German.

“I’m pretty happy with the choice I made,” Signorotti says. “I really 
like the people at the school, who are all very supportive, and I have 
made a lot of friends.”

Having been at GSIS since the second year of kindergarten, 
18-year-old Julian Zimmer knows the system well, which makes 
it possible to strike a good balance between academic and other 
activities.

He is taking 11 subjects as he works towards his final exams, plays 
drums and saxophone in a rock/jazz band, and is a competitive rower. 
He is also completely bilingual and currently weighing up the options for 
university and beyond.

“If I remain in Hong Kong, I might study medicine – the DIA is good 
preparation for that,” Zimmer says. “But it is also accepted everywhere 
in Europe, so I am looking at the possibility of a technical university 
there.”

Besides letting him take a wider range of subjects for longer, 
compared with the IB, the German curriculum also includes a short 
internship to gain work experience and new insights. For Zimmer, that 
meant spending a week with a firm of architects, where he designed a 
computer model for the refurbishment of a room in a local museum.

“It was useful because it confirmed I want to do medicine rather 
than work with a desktop in an office,” he says.

Where necessary, the standard curriculum can also be adjusted to 
meet specific needs. So, at GSIS, Mandarin is now one of the additional 
foreign language options, along with French and Latin, in the final two 
years. In language classes, apart from teaching regional and cultural 
aspects of the United States and Britain, there is also a focus on China’s 
role in the digital age. And components have been added to reflect 
Hong Kong’s evolving arts scene and new museum collections.

“The curriculum requires us to make reference to the country we 
are in, so we cover key aspects of Asian history,” Cichon says. “And 
we can always adjust the curriculum set by Germany to add regional 
developments or changes.”

One parent, Melody Xu, whose son entered the school’s Cultural 
and Language Integration Programme in Primary Years, or CLIPPY, 
which is for children who are 6-8 years old, is more than impressed.

“I believe the German approach provides a solid educational 
foundation, encourages children to be independent and curious, and 
helps to build confidence.” Xu says. “It is not only about learning 
languages or facts from the textbook, but also life values, social skills 
and more.”

The long-term advantages of 
a first-rate bilingual education 
are beyond dispute, and they 
are very much on show at 
German Swiss International 
School (GSIS) in Hong Kong.




