
Award-winning initiative

Fairview International 
School Malaysia won 
the Teaching and 
Learning Award at 
the 2021 International 
School Awards. Here, 
Vincent Chian and John 
Harvey share details 
of their award-winning 
initiative: a framework 
to ensure consistency 
and sustainability of 
teaching skills.
As we prepare our students to navigate their 
way through their increasingly volatile future, 
the development of skills in our learners is 
of critical importance. Despite the increased 
attention skill development has received over 
the past few years, the 2019 Global Skills Gap 
Report states that employers still feel graduates 
are not sufficiently skilled when entering the 
workforce, particularly in the areas of problem-
solving, resilience and communication. It is in 
this environment that Fairview’s Toolbox team 
endeavoured to close the gap. 

The four problems 
On analysis of the issue, the team quickly 
identified four main problems with skill 
development:

>   The quality of the skill taught

>  The resources provided to educators
>   Inconsistencies in skill development across 

the educational system
>   Assessment and monitoring of skill 

development progress 
The first problem was a high degree of variability 
in quality of how skills were being taught to 
students. Often, the resources used to teach 
skills were pulled together by one or two 
passionate educators and drawn from a variety 
of internet sources, often not grounded in solid 
research. This leads to learners developing 
techniques to master skills which lack 
effectiveness. Sadly, we observed that many 
teachers believed that if the student practised 
the skill long enough, even without explicit 
guidance, they would develop the skill. 
The second problem, which is related to the first 
problem, is resources. Since skill development 
was mostly done by a few passionate teachers, 
the piecemeal approach meant that resource 
development lacked rigour. This resulted in 
educators having inadequate resources to fuel 
the learning process efficiently or effectively. 

The third problem was the 
inconsistencies in skill development 
across the educational system. Skill 
development programmes were often 
done in a fragmented fashion – each 
teacher would have a different way of 
teaching any one skill. Presentation may 
be taught to Year 6 students in one way 
and in a different way to Year 8 students. 
This adds an extra layer of confusion to 
learners, who have to learn multiple ways 
of mastering one skill when they have not 
even learnt the basics of each skill they 
need to know. 
The fourth problem is that if skill 
development is not assessed and 
monitored, as educators, we don’t know 
how well our learners are developing or 
improving their skill acquisition. If we are 
unable to monitor our learners’ progress, 
then educators cannot provide effective 
feedback to learners about their skill 
development. 

Making the change
Fairview decided to tackle the problem of 
skill development seven years ago. We 
formulated a plan with a focus of making 
skill development ‘easy to understand, 
easy to use, and therefore practical’. 
We created our skills framework, which 
would anchor the structure of our skills 
programme. We placed the skills of 

BY Vincent Chian and John Harvey

Futureproofing 
learners with our 
skills toolbox

We focused on making skill development easy to 
understand, easy to use, and therefore practical.

18  |  International School Leader Magazine International School Leader Magazine  |  19 WWW.ISLMAGAZINE.COM ISSUE 19  |  APRIL 2021



perseverance, resilience, mindfulness, self-
motivation and emotional self-management at 
the core of our skills framework, positioning the 
student’s learning mindset at the centre of what 
we do, and mirroring the role that the learner 
profile attributes have in the IB (International 
Baccalaureate) programmes. We then selected a 
team of teachers from across our five campuses 
and multidisciplinary subjects, to finally come to 
the solution we present to you today.

Solving the  
four problems
In order to ensure quality of the resources used 
to explicitly teach skills, our Skills Development 
team selected around 42 research-based models 
and processes to teach skills. The models were 
drawn from well-researched papers across 
multiple disciplines, such as organisational 
behaviour in business school and psychology. 
They included Toulmin’s Model for Critical 
Thinking, Edward De Bono’s Six Thinking 
Hats for critical and creative thinking, The Big6 
information literacy model, Belbin’s Team Roles 
for social skills, Carol Dweck’s Growth Mindset 
for perseverance and Eisenhower’s Matrix for 
self-management. Put together, all 42 models 
make up our Skills Toolbox. 
Once we had discussed and agreed upon our 
models, we built an internal website which 
detailed how the models could be taught in 
lessons, a short extract to read for educators 
and learners, a video to watch, and additional 
resources for educators. We also created an A4 
poster-sized cheat sheet for every model, which 
we displayed in the classrooms. The resources 
were incredibly useful for our educators, helping 
them focus less on researching how to teach the 
skills and more on guiding our learners to learn 
and apply the skills. Later, by popular demand, 
we also created an external website to share 

our work with other schools, which has, to date, 
benefited over 150 schools internationally.
We solved the third problem of inconsistency 
of skill learning across the system by getting 
buy-in for the Toolbox system across the school 
network, from the primary years up till the end 
of high school. Once done, it was easy to taper 
how and to what extent that model is taught to 
younger learners, and which model would be 
used as students progress from the primary 
school to the secondary school, ensuring that skill 
development was smooth across the year groups 
and subject disciplines. Each subject chose a 
skill model and championed it during their subject 
delivery. This developed a sense of ownership for 
skills by the different subject disciplines. 
The fourth problem of assessing and monitoring 
was the last challenge we tackled. By the 
second year of implementation, skills were 
included into the summative task and assessed 
via a model-specific rubric. As an example, for 
information literacy, we use the Big6. As part of 
the assessment documentation, students must 
conduct their research applying the Big6, which 
aligns with investigation criteria for individuals 
and societies.  

Our journey
Since we started this journey seven years ago, 
we have made countless mistakes and adapted 
our plan repeatedly. In Belbin’s skill model, we 
teach that success is either gained together or 
not at all. We strongly believe that and welcome 
any and all who would like to join us as we 
continue to futureproof our young learners  
with lifelong skills.
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BE PART OF A COMMUNITY 
DRIVEN BY A PASSION FOR 
EXCELLENCE

There’s nothing virtual about 
students’ dreams becoming 
reality with the University of 
Southampton.

Your remarkable students will 
develop, learn and grow. Join us 
for a fully supported learning 
experience at Southampton.  
 
Want to find out more?

Register for our
virtual open days
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