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Curriculum

A thoroughly  
global curriculum
Anne Keeling explains how the International Primary Curriculum  
is meeting the needs of 21st century learning

It is essential, in the challenging, global, interdependent 
world of the 21st century, for children to receive a good 
education. But it’s also more difficult too. In the same way 
that far fewer children play football because there are so 
many other competing things for them to do, so it’s far 
harder to help young children learn in school when other 
parts of their lives can seem so much more attractive, and 
when so many children are in homes – professional and 
non-professional – where time for parents to be attentive 
to their children is at a premium. 

Getting a primary curriculum right is more difficult today 
than it’s ever been because it has to meet so many crucial 
goals. Of all those goals, the most essential ones are:

•	 Rigorous learning: ensuring a blend of knowledge, skills 
and understanding across a broad range of subjects.

•	 High levels of children’s engagement: so that children 
enjoy their learning and stick to it. 

•	 International, global and intercultural awareness: many 
opportunities open to our current generation of children 
will be in countries and cultures different from the one 
in which they are growing up. So many problems, both 
global and local will be solved through cooperation.

•	 The development of personal dispositions: qualities 
such as adaptability, morality, respect, resilience, 
enquiry, cooperation, communication and 
thoughtfulness, which will help children on their 
journey through life.

•	 Supporting teachers and schools: Providing teachers and 
schools with everything they might need to make the 
curriculum work to its very best for every single child.

A curriculum that thoroughly meets each one of these 
priority areas is not an easy trick to pull off, but Kevin 
Hannah, Head of Junior School at All Hallows Preparatory 
School in Somerset thinks it might have well found the 
answer through learning with the International Primary 
Curriculum (IPC). 

“It’s a curriculum that has generated huge engagement 
across the board,” he says. “The IPC makes learning 
very relevant for every child. It’s a motivating thing. The 
children now go home wanting to talk about their learning 
which gets the parents more involved. As a result, we’ll 
have a child bringing in his fossil collection from home 
because he’s doing the dinosaur theme. Or we’ll have a 
parent come in to talk to a class because her work relates 
to their unit. The IPC has changed the whole sense of 
learning within our school community.” 

The IPC is a comprehensive, creative, thematic, curriculum 
for children aged three to 12 and is designed to give 
schools a clear process of learning supported by very 
specific learning goals for every subject as well as for 
personal learning and for international mindedness. It was 
introduced in 2000 and is now the curriculum choice of 
international and national schools in over 1400 schools in 
77 countries around the world.
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Rigorous learning
It is the thematic approach of the IPC that, says Kevin, 
is ensuring the best possible learning is taking place: 
“Instead of learning subjects in isolation and with no 
connection to each other, all subjects follow a theme so 
everywhere, the children are making connections with 
their learning,” he explains. “Everything makes sense to 
them now.”

Each IPC thematic unit incorporates most of the core 
subjects including science, history, geography, ICT, art and 
PE and provides many opportunities to link literacy and 
numeracy. Each subject has a number of learning tasks 
to help teachers to help their children meet a range of 
learning goals set out in the curriculum. Take, for example, 

the IPC chocolate unit. In history, children explore the 
discovery of chocolate, the period it was discovered, the 
motivation for discovery and the changing attitude to 
chocolate through the ages. In geography they look at the 
countries that grow cacao and how particular localities 
have been affected by its production and by slash and 
burn. They look at the links between countries that 
grow cacao and countries that produce chocolate. In art 
children look at how chocolate is sold and how packaging 
is designed. In science, children use the chocolate unit to 
look at the energy values in foodstuff and to explore the 
effects of heating and cooling, and so on. All combined, 
the unit – as with all IPC units - provides a vital blend of 
knowledge, skills and understanding. 

The IPC was introduced in 2000 and is now the curriculum choice of international and national schools in over 1400 schools in 77 countries
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Developing personal dispositions
But it’s not just the approach to academic learning that 
has impacted the children at All Hallows. “What’s so 
great about the IPC is its focus on personal skills too, says 
Kevin. “By building upon skills such as perseverance and 
resilience within their learning, it’s helping our children 
to develop an incredibly healthy growth mindset, enabling 
them to demonstrate independence and initiative on new 
tasks,” he says.

Personal dispositions, IPC believes, are established over 
time with constant use. So instead of ‘add-on’ lessons 
about such elusive personal skills as morality or respect, 
opportunities to experience and practise very specific 
personal dispositions are built into the learning tasks 
within each thematic unit. In addition, many of these tasks 
are group activities which encourage children to consider 
each other’s ideas and opinions, share responsibilities and 
communicate effectively.

Intercultural awareness
In addition, each IPC unit helps young children to 
start developing a global awareness and gain an 
increasing sense of the ‘other’. This is what the IPC calls 
‘international mindedness’ and is addressed in every 
theme by looking at the learning through a local, a 
national and an international perspective. 

With IPC member schools in over 70 countries including 
such schools as Harrow International in Bangkok, 
opportunities abound for the children at All Hallows to 
share their learning with children from other cultures and 
in dramatically different environments. Take, for example, 
the children at St Maur International School in Japan 

who shared their first-hand experiences of the last year’s 
Japanese earthquake and tsunami with their global friends 
during their learning with the IPC active planet unit. 
These children have listened to, communicated with and 
learned from each other in a real-world, real-time context.

Measuring Success
So what about feedback from teachers and parents at 
All Hallows? “They absolutely love it. We all do! We’re 
massive, massive fans of the IPC,” says Kevin Hannah. 
“It’s been a bit of a revolution in fact because the children 
are so engaged in their learning; at school and at home. 
That’s been exciting for both teachers and parents. Even 
for inspectors; a colleague with training as an ISI inspector 
and as an education psychologist observed some lessons 
recently as part of our self-evaluation process and he was 
blown away with the level of learning going on with the 
IPC. The IPC has become core to our school. It really 
helps us to focus on the individual; finding everyone’s 
strengths and ensuring that every child can develop in 
their own way. What we now have is a fantastic, cutting-
edge curriculum that is helping us to produce resilient, 
adaptable, cooperative and confident learners, well 
prepared for secondary school and ready to hit the world.”

The next step
Taking children one step further to Secondary is the 
International Middle Years Curriculum (IMYC). This was 
launched last year as a result of requests from numerous 
IPC member schools around the world that wanted to 
extend the learning approach of the IPC beyond primary 
to students aged 11 to 14.

The IMYC is a curriculum that aims to respond to all the 
learning needs of an adolescent. It provides independence 
and interdependence in students’ learning through 
discrete subject learning and themes. It encourages 
learning that helps teenagers to make connections 
between the subjects they study and to their own lives. It 
also involves active skills-based learning, and promotes 
self-reflection and the opportunity for students to make 
sense of their learning through current media platforms. 
“The characteristics of the IPC and the IMYC are very 
much the same; particularly the structured learning 
process” says Richard Mast, Headmaster of Leman 
International School. “One of the biggest differences 
is that instead of focusing on a theme as they do in the 
IPC, students focus on a big idea. This gives the subject 
learning a context at a level that my students had not 
experienced before. However, for our students, there was 
no ‘what’s this all about?’ I think they were absolutely 
ready for the higher order thinking that comes with the 
IMYC. There is no doubt that the IMYC is a successful 
next step from the primary years.”

For more information about the International Primary 
Curriculum or the International Middle Years Curriculum 

contact Fieldwork Education at 0207-7531-9696 or visit 
www.greatlearning.com 
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