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Pressures on  
international schools
We are tumbling into a significant global economic 
recession that will impact enrolment in some international 
schools. Some parents have lost jobs and have had to 
move. That creates financial uncertainty which is much 
more significant than the budget challenges faced by  
state and national school heads.
On top of these economic pressures you have some 
worrying political and social developments across 
the globe. Hong Kong faces political upheaval and 
protest, while in the US there are the social and political 
consequences of the Black Lives Matter movement, 
and the impending presidential election. In Qatar, the 
challenges have been largely technical, with online 
teaching prohibited because of bandwidth issues. 
Despite these trials, international school leaders have 
shown their mettle, particularly when it comes to online 
learning. A good friend runs an international school in 
Northern Italy, which was one of the first areas in Europe 
to be hit by the pandemic. He had no notice at all of his 
school being closed but within 24 hours he was able to 
get a timetable up and running on the Google Classroom 
platform. It was an extraordinary achievement. 
International school leaders have been doing well, and 
using the systems that are readily available effectively. 
In time, when we’re through this storm, we’ll have the 
opportunity to learn more about the approaches these 
schools have taken to redefine pedagogy, relationships 
and how to run a school. 

A focus on wellbeing
It’s quite right for leaders to put a big emphasis on 
wellbeing of their pupils and their staff. Many have 
had a traumatic time and there is the additional 
stress factor of parents who are now having to 
face economic uncertainty. Pupils will feel the 
anxiety radiating from the adults in their lives, so it 
is critically important that school leaders find new 
ways to support pupils in this area.
Before the pandemic, one of the ways schools could 
promote wellbeing was through communal activities, 
such as team sports or the performing arts. Now 
that COVID-19 regulations have dampened down, 
or even removed these options in many areas of the 
world, we now need to learn from each other new 
and innovative ways of delivering wellbeing. There 
will be a big growth in the use of mindfulness and 
meditation, but this won’t work for everyone. 
One of the answers is to further strengthen the 
support available to international school leaders 
from organisations like COBIS, FOBISIA, CIS and 
others. These organisations will, I’m sure, continue 
to convene webinars and find ways of helping 
leaders to learn from each other and retain that 
sense of community, as well as give leaders a 
safe, trusted space where they can share their real 
concerns and be vulnerable with each other. All of 
us – including leaders – need to do that in moments 
of difficulty. 

The importance of CPD
Staffing, exam uncertainty, and wellbeing are major 
challenges for the next 12 months. All of that means 
that the school workforce needs time and the 
opportunity to develop new skills.
The need for staff CPD is as big as it has ever been. 
The success of a school has always been about 
the quality of its staff. And if that success is to be 
maintained in an unpredictable environment then 
staff have to change and develop. 
While the case for CPD has never been stronger, 
leaders will know that it is having to compete 
more strenuously with other priorities. CPD is 
always something everyone wants, and regards as 
important, but often it feels like it can be postponed 
in favour of more immediately pressing priorities 
such as PPE.
While we must make sure that our schools operate 
safely in this age of COVID-19, I would argue that 
CPD is actually much more important. If staff are 
feeling in control, competent and have had the 
training they need for what is being asked of them 
then they are capable of managing behaviour and 
managing infection control regimes more effectively 
and without the need for further spending.
How to find solutions that are good value for money 
and that will allow them to develop their staff based 
around the context in which they work will be a 
major concern and one that drove my colleagues at 
Tes Global to develop our CPD offer, Tes Develop.
The next 12 months will be a test, but international 
school leaders will win through as long as they 
continue to innovate, lead the whole community of 
staff, pupils and parents, and keep a firm focus on 
the core business of teaching and learning.

In most cases over 
the years, the leaders 
that I turn to for 
inspiration and 
innovation have been 
international school 
heads. The events of 
the past six months 
have shown the 
determination of these 
leaders when faced 
with enormous odds.
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