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  WINDHOEK INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL 
  An introduction  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dear Parent 
 
If you are reading this, it is because you are considering enrolling your child(ren) in Windhoek 
International School.  Thank you! 
 
If you are from outside Namibia, perhaps the first thing to say is that Windhoek International 
School (WIS) is far from the only option in the city.  There are four or five other good private 
schools in Windhoek, each offering a distinct and perfectly valid educational experience for 
your children.  That is a good thing.  It is healthy that parents have a choice.   
 
It’s all about finding the right school for your child. 
 
So, ideally, it also means that when parents do choose WIS, it is because they have considered 
the alternatives and have purposefully opted for the kind of school WIS is. 
 
So, what kind of school are we? 
 
An International School 
WIS is an ‘international school’, though, in reality, the term ‘international school’ is virtually 
meaningless.  There is no accepted definition of an international school and there is no entity 
or authority that permits or forbids the use of the term.  Any school can brand itself as 
‘international’ and it is generally accepted that there are currently more than 10,000 schools 
worldwide that call themselves international.  (https://www.iscresearch.com/) 
 
There are, however, a few hundred schools (out of the 10,000 above) that might be termed 
authentic international schools.  Again, there is no easy or universally accepted definition but I 
would suggest there are three things to look for. 
 

 A student body that is diverse.  If there is such a thing as ‘international education’ 
(another much-debated concept), it comes not so much from the taught curriculum as 
from rubbing shoulders each and every day with people of other nationalities, cultures, 

https://www.iscresearch.com/
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religions, ethnicities, and backgrounds.  A school in Bangkok where 99% of the students 
are Thai is not an international school, whatever it may say on its website. 
 

 A teaching body that is diverse.  Similarly, the faculty of an authentic international 
school will not be dominated by teachers of one nationality.  Moreover, beyond coming 
from fifteen, twenty, or more countries, these teachers will themselves most likely have 
moved internationally during their careers.  A Canadian teacher who has previously 
worked in Kuwait, Japan, and Ecuador is bringing to her new school in Kenya much 
more than her Canadian accent. 

 
 A curriculum that is not a national curriculum.  It would be nice to write ‘an international 

curriculum’ but we are not there yet.  However, it is fair to question how serious (how 
authentic) a so-called international school is if its curriculum is simply a national one 
taught in a foreign country.  If a school in Rome is teaching the English National 
Curriculum (and almost all its teachers are English), it is difficult to accept that it is 
deserving of the label ‘international’.  
 

Subject most of the 10,000 ‘international schools’ above to these three tests, and most would 
fail.  
 
WIS would pass with flying colours. 
 
The bottom line is that an international school is not a national school.  That may seem like a 
banal statement of the obvious but the implications are actually profound. 
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Windhoek International School 
The school was founded in 1990 (the year when Namibia 
gained independence) and it opened its doors in January 
1991.  The initiative to establish the school came from Bodil 
Reske-Nielsen, a Danish mother of small children who was 
in Namibia because her husband worked for the United 
Nations.  She was enthusiastically supported by the Hon. 
Nahas Angula, then the Minister of Education and later 
Prime Minister of Namibia.  Initially, WIS shared the 
premises of an existing elementary school but moved to its current location in the west of the 
city in 1994. 
 
Enrolment has risen and fallen over the years but the school has never been large.  We could 
accommodate up to 600 (Pre-K to G12) but the most we have ever had in the past decade is 
540. 

The Campus is Open and Airy 
 
So, in what sense are we an authentic international school? 
 

 At any given time, we have students of 40 to 50 nationalities.  Around half our students 
are Namibians but Namibia itself is a multi-lingual, multi-ethnic, and multi-cultural 
country and the (very welcome) presence of local families merely adds to our diversity. 
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 We have a teaching faculty of just over 50.  Again, no one nationality dominates.  At the 
time of writing, we have qualified teachers from Australia, Canada, France, Germany, 
India, Ireland, Kenya, Mauritius, Namibia, Nigeria, the Philippines, Poland, Portugal, 
Russia, South Africa, the UK, the USA, and Zimbabwe. 
 

 Curriculum.  An advantage (though some might see it as a challenge or even a risk) of 
being an international school is that there is no obligation or requirement to use any 
given curriculum.  Each school can adopt – and adapt – whatever curriculum(s) it 
chooses.  In the context of WIS, this deserves a section on its own. 
 

Curriculum 
WIS is an IB World School.  That is, it offers one or more (in fact, we offer two) of the four 
programmes of the International Baccalaureate.  (www.ibo.org)  The IB is a not-for-profit 
organization with its headquarters in the Netherlands. 

 
There are over 5,000 IB schools in the world.  The IB originated a little 
over fifty years ago and was initially only to be found in international 
schools.  Today, however, most IB schools worldwide are state (public) 
schools.   
 

Offering the IB does not make a school international and a school 
doesn’t need to offer any programmes of the IB to be international.  But 

most of the best international schools have at least some association with the IB. 
 
Being an IB World School (and we have been for two decades) is central to our identity.  We 
are, moreover, the only IB school in Namibia. 
 
The two IB programmes we offer are the Primary Years Programme (PYP) up to Grade 5 and 
the Diploma Programme (DP) in Grades 11 and 12.  (We are currently giving serious thought 
to offering the IB Career-Related Programme [the CP] alongside the DP in Grades 11 and 12.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The PYP has existed since 1997 and in 1998 WIS became one of the first schools to be 
authorised to offer the programme.  There are currently almost 1,800 PYP schools worldwide.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
The DP was the first IB programme to be launched (in the late 1960s) and WIS was authorised 
to offer it in 1999.  Today there are almost 3,500 DP schools worldwide.  
 

http://www.ibo.org/
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Another essential element of being an IB World School is the IB Learner Profile.  This lists ten 
attributes that an IB education (at any age) seeks to develop.   
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Between the two IB programmes at WIS, we have a Middle School (Grades 6 to 8) and an IGCSE 
programme in Grades 9 and 10. 
 
The curriculum in the Middle School is designed to bridge the transition from the Primary 
School to the ‘exam Grades’.  All subjects are taught by specialists and the Middle School exists 
as a separate entity with its own Coordinator. 
 
IGCSE stands for International General Certificate of Secondary Education. 
 
IGCSEs have been around for thirty years and are 
offered in over a hundred countries.  Each subject 
syllabus is designed by a division of the University 
of Cambridge.  They also draft and grade the exams that students take at the end of Grade 10 
after two years of study.  WIS has been an IGCSE school since 1998 and annually achieves 
outstanding results. 
 

 
Our 2019 results published in The Namibian 

 
Learn more about Cambridge IGCSEs here. 
 
https://www.cambridgeinternational.org/programmes-and-qualifications/cambridge-upper-
secondary/cambridge-igcse/ 
 

https://www.cambridgeinternational.org/programmes-and-qualifications/cambridge-upper-secondary/cambridge-igcse/
https://www.cambridgeinternational.org/programmes-and-qualifications/cambridge-upper-secondary/cambridge-igcse/
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The Australian Curriculum 
While we have the advantage of being able to choose and adopt whichever educational 
programmes we think best suited to each age group, it is important to ensure that there is 
coherence and continuity as students advance through the Grades. 
 
We have therefore adopted the Australian Curriculum 
to give us a progression of benchmarks in English and 
Mathematics from Grade 1 to Grade 10.   
 
https://www.acara.edu.au/curriculum 
 
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/parent-
information/ 
 
Why the Australian Curriculum?  We looked at a good half-dozen well-respected curriculums 
from around the world.  In reality, any one of them would have met our needs but we felt that 
the Australian Curriculum was based on the most thorough and up-to-date research.  It is also 
very ‘user-friendly’ for parents and teachers alike. 
 
 
So, putting everything together, this is how WIS looks from age three to age eighteen. 
 

IB Primary Years Programme Middle School IGCSE IBDP 
EY1 EY2 EY3 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

   Australian Curriculum benchmarks in language and maths   
 

 
Two other acronyms need to be mentioned. 
 
MAP 
We introduced MAP testing in 2017. 
 
https://www.nwea.org/map-growth/ 
 
MAP (Measures of Academic Progress) is not a standardized test.  Quite the opposite – it is an 
individualized test that modifies itself in real time in response to the answers given by the 
student taking the test.  It attempts to identify where an individual student is, what her 
strengths are, what the teacher needs to reinforce, and, crucially, the student’s growth over 
time.  Its use is already well-established in the Primary School and we are introducing it into 
the Middle School. 

https://www.acara.edu.au/curriculum
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/parent-information/
https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/parent-information/
https://www.nwea.org/map-growth/
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ACE 
ACE (Learning Architecture, Learning Culture, Learning Ecology) is a recent 
initiative of the New England Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC). 

 
Windhoek International School is, and 
has been for many years, fully accredited 
by NEASC as well as the Council of International Schools 
(CIS), another non-profit organization again based in the 
Netherlands. 
 

Until 2016, NEASC and CIS used the same accreditation protocol assessing the same standards.  
But in 2016 NEASC launched a much more innovative – and, frankly, useful – protocol : ACE. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://cie.neasc.org/ace 
 
ACE is far more than an accreditation instrument.  It has the potential to transform the 
teaching – and, more importantly – the learning that goes on in a school.  We hosted our first 
ACE workshop in March 2018 and the language of ACE is increasingly part of our discourse 
within the school. 
 
Learn more about ACE here.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OJX58Z9wCyY 
 

The Admin Building 
 

https://cie.neasc.org/ace
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OJX58Z9wCyY
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PYP?  Australian Curriculum?  MAP Testing?  ACE?  IGCSE?  IBDP? 
The educational world loves acronyms and jargon.  Understandably, parents sometimes get a 
bit lost.  However, all of the programmes and instruments we have adopted complement each 
other to create a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. 
 
The PYP is not a curriculum.  It is a conceptual framework based very deliberately on inquiry-
based learning.  Essentially, the PYP in the Elementary School tells us how to teach. 
 
The Australian Curriculum is, of course, just that – a curriculum.  It tells us what to teach at 
appropriate Grade levels.  We use it to ensure that our language and maths standards are 
where they should be. 
 
MAP testing, conducted twice a year, is a snapshot of how individuals have grown over the 
previous semester and what they are ready to learn. 
 
ACE provides a common language for teachers of all subjects and age groups across the 
school. 
 
IGCSEs introduce students to externally-assessed summative examinations and serve as an 
excellent preparation for the IB Diploma. 
 
The IB Diploma is the world’s most widely respected graduation qualification. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WIS is a Community: the 2019 Potjkekos Competition 
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National or International? 
“The bottom line is that an international school is not a national school.” 
 
Most people in most countries are educated in what we might call national schools.  It is the 
norm.  For many people, their first encounter with an international school (an authentic one) 
can be confusing.  The table below is necessarily simplistic but it suggests some of the 
differences. 

 
 National School International School 

Learners 
and Teachers 

Almost all of one nationality. Of very many nationalities. 

 Have probably always lived in one 
country. 

Have probably lived in a number of 
countries. 

 Share similar beliefs and values. Will often have very different beliefs 
and values. 

 Speak the same language. Speak many languages. 
Learners Will probably attend college in the 

same country. 
Will attend colleges in many different 

countries. 
Teachers Probably all trained in the same 

curriculum and in the same country. 
Trained in many different countries 

with different educational cultures and 
curriculums. 

 Used to dealing with parents of one 
nationality. 

Accustomed to dealing with parents of 
many nationalities. 

Curriculum National. 
(Or, perhaps, State.) 

International. 
(e.g. IB and IGCSE) 

 Reflects the country’s history and 
culture. 

Reflects the diversity and variety that 
exists throughout the school. 

 Examinations set and marked 
locally. 

Examinations set and marked 
internationally. 

 Exam results recognized locally. Exam results recognized 
internationally. 

 Develops a national identity. Develops an international identity. 
 
An important point is that a good international school is not trying to be a national school.  
Nor, these days, is an international school trying to be a substitute for a national school. 
 
With decades of experience behind them, international schools are now mature and self-
confident institutions offering a distinct and relevant educational experience.  They are not 
offering a normative national education.  They are not even trying to.  The education they 
provide is looking forwards and outwards in a way that some national schools are not able (or 
willing?) to do. 
 
It is often observed that children at school today will be reaching the peak of their careers 
between 2050 and 2070.  What skills will they need half a decade from now?  No one knows.  
But it’s probably a safe bet that being able to embrace change, being comfortable in multi-
cultural situations, and being multi-lingual will be of great value.  This is the added value that 
a good international school like WIS can offer. 
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A Portrait of the School 
The school is located at the south-western end of Windhoek. 

The teaching day starts at 07:25 and finishes at 13:40 (Elementary and up to Grade 8) or 14:30 
(Grades 9 to 12).  Everyone finishes at 13:30 on Fridays.  There are various afternoon activities 
on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday. 
 
Every building on campus is single-storey and the classrooms are spread out.  So movement 
between rooms almost always involves walking outside.  Most, but not all, walkways are 
covered.  Of course, what you need protection from is the sun, not the rain.  In fact, in a school 
year of ~182 teaching days or so, it might rain just four or five times.  (And when it does, we 
celebrate!) 
 
Sports that are played at school include basketball, volleyball, netball, and soccer.  We do 
compete with other schools both locally and internationally, and we usually acquit ourselves 
with honour, but our emphasis is on participation and enjoyment rather than competition at 
the highest level. 
 
At the time of writing, seventeen (17) of our 51 teachers (a third) have been recruited 
internationally.  That is, they came to Namibia expressly to work at WIS, having previously been 
employed in other international schools in places including China, Vietnam, the UAE, South 
Korea, Oman, Tanzania, the Netherlands, Kenya, Rwanda, Angola, India, Romania, and 
Zimbabwe. 
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The School in January 2016 when we Celebrated our 25th Anniversary 
 

Of the other teachers, another seventeen (coincidentally) are Namibian and the final third 
include teachers of fourteen nationalities whose circumstances (usually marriage to a 
Namibian) have brought them to Namibia and who have been recruited locally.  Any way you 
look at it, the teaching body is diverse but whether it is 1/3 expatriate and 2/3 local or the other 
way around depends on what you count.  Teacher turnover is quite low – usually not even 10% 
a year. 
 
We employ ten admin staff, all Namibian and all recruited locally.  And we have seventeen 
Teacher Assistants (though we call them Educational Assistants).   

 
The leadership of the school has also been stable for several years.  The Secondary Principal is 
Namibian and joined the school as a teacher in 2001.  She has been Secondary Principal since 
2010.  The Elementary Principal is from the USA and joined the school in 2014, having 
previously worked in the US, Japan, Indonesia, Germany, Vietnam and Georgia.  The Director 
(Head of School) is British and started at WIS in 2015 after a career in the UK, Switzerland, 
Germany, Tanzania, Japan and India.  
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Teachers working on the Middle School Curriculum in 2018 
 
The school is governed by a volunteer Board of Directors.  They don’t all need to be parents of 
WIS students but they almost always are.  The current Board (of ten) includes current and 
former parents from Namibia, Ghana, Tanzania, the USA, Ireland, and South Africa.  In recent 
years we have also had Board members from Italy, the UK, Israel, Botswana, Australia, and 
Mexico.  To return to the theme of diversity, the Board usually reflects the heterogeneity of 
the school community. 

The Board of Directors in 2017 
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Unusually in a school of this size, we employ a full-time Director of Teaching and Learning.  The 
current incumbent is from Canada and has twenty years of teaching behind him in the USA, 
China and Vietnam.  His many jobs include ensuring that the school is abreast of current 
educational thinking, that our curriculum is comprehensive and coherent throughout the 
school, and that our teachers receive regular training and coaching.   
 
Uniquely in Windhoek, we have no school uniform.  Strangely, some people seem to equate 
the absence of a uniform with a lack of discipline.  That has certainly not been my experience 
either here or elsewhere.  In fact, ‘discipline’ is not a word we much use.  We don’t need to.  We 
want students to behave with respect and concern for others because they understand why 
that is the right thing to do, not because they fear the consequences if they do not.  I actually 
suspect we may have the best ‘discipline’ of any private school in Windhoek.  
 
We are also the only school in the country to use a northern hemisphere calendar.  The school 
year starts in the first half of August and finishes in the second half of June.  The long holiday 
lasts for around seven weeks and includes the whole of July.  We usually have a week off in 
October (spring), another in March (autumn), and a four-week break over December and 
January.  Annually, there are another half-dozen public holidays that we observe. 
 
The school is not associated with any religious faith.  As an international school, we welcome 
people of all beliefs and cultures. 
 
 
Final Thoughts 
WIS is neither a big school nor a wealthy one.  But it is an honest one.  We are proud of what 
we know we are good at and we are working hard to improve where we think we need to.   
 
We are proud that our students are confident, principled, respectful, and caring of each other.  
We are proud that everyone who is associated with WIS describes it as a warm, community-
oriented school.  (See the testimonials on our website.)  We are proud to be by far the most 
inclusive school in the city and we are proud of our remarkable diversity.  “Different,” we like 
to say, “is good.”  
 
WIS is a school driven by principles.  No school is perfect (we certainly aren’t) but we endeavour 
to be open and transparent.  We won’t always agree with parents but we will listen and our 
decisions for each and every child will be based on our professional judgement of what is best 
for them. 
 
 
Peter MacKenzie, Director, November 2019 
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If you’ve read this far (!) and you want to know more, please do not hesitate to contact us 
directly.  We are more than happy to answer your questions by e-mail, by phone, or by Skype. 
 
pmackenzie@wis.edu.na   Peter MacKenzie Director 
bsmith@wis.edu.na   Beth Smith Elementary Principal 
mreiff@wis.edu.na   Maggie Reiff Secondary Principal 
mparsons@wis.edu.na   Mike Parsons Director of Teaching and Learning 
cheimstadt@wis.edu.na   Carol Heimstädt Admissions 
 
 
 
Appendix 
In September 2019 we asked the community what made WIS special.  What is our unique 
selling point?  Here are fifty answers received from WIS parents. 
 
Teaching children to THINK and not be robots. 
 
A matriculation diploma that is recognized worldwide. 
 
Inclusivity! Our children grow up in an environment where every person is respected without any 
discrimination and prejudice (race, religion, language, looks, health etc.)! They are open minded! 
 
International focus... ability to transfer seamlessly to another school outside Namibia. 
 
Unique, compare to others schools in the area, your culture is respected and you are respected as 
individual. 
 
The international aspect of staff, learners and the quality of the education. 
 
A modern approach to education. Not about drilling facts and processes but about inquiring. 
 
The international curriculum. 
 
Its international character. (Student, teachers, curricular). 
 
The school has succeeded marvelously at bringing together students and families from many 
different background into one community. 
 
The school is very different (good) for the Namibia setup. 
 
International Curriculum and International Teachers. 
 
Individuality is encouraged and learners are not taught in a boxed in style of education but diverse 
style of education and students are exposure to different people from all walks of life. 
 
Inclusivity. 
 

mailto:pmackenzie@wis.edu.na
mailto:bsmith@wis.edu.na
mailto:mreiff@wis.edu.na
mailto:mparsons@wis.edu.na
mailto:cheimstadt@wis.edu.na
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It is simple: only international school in Namibia. Without the school, expats (and their employers) 
are less likely to see Namibia as desirable destination to relocate. Having an international school is 
part of Namibia's legitimate infrastructure - lack of it will have negative impact on country's 
credibility as a serious destination. 
 
The curriculum. 
 
It is an inclusive school, where children from different nationalities and cultures share a space and 
are able to be made aware of the differences between them and also learn to respect and tolerate 
these differences. 
 
Its international 'flair'. 
 
Diversity and international curriculum. Teachers from across the world. Small classes. 
 
To be at the same time international and a "normal" school for Namibians, not only an expats’ 
school. 
 
The great curriculum. 
 
Advanced educational ideas. 
 
The IB Diploma Programme which makes international university studies accessible. 
 
Diversity. 
 
Learning Support Department. 
 
The USP of WIS is its diversity and quality of teachers with equally able Educational Assistants. 
 
Our approach to learning. This school makes every child feel welcome and special.   
 
Our children are happy children in this school.  We do not put pressure on our children.  I love 
that.   
 
The IB programmes it offers, its level of inclusivity and the modern teaching methods by teachers. 
 
That it follows the Northern Hemisphere calendar and that it is international. 
 
That it accepts children with different academic abilities, and other difficulties, and are willing to 
work and give additional attention to these children. That there are qualified teachers and 
learning support to support these children.  That situations can be discussed and adjusted to suit 
the child's individual needs. A school that is open to discussion and suggestions and values parent 
input. 
 
Children are prepared for a 21st Century world where learning is constantly being redefined. 
 
The only truly international and therefore open-minded school here in Namibia. 
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Applied education...education that goes beyond academics. 
 
The WIS international edge - many international teachers, a recognized world-standard IB 
curriculum - and the variety of field trips and international feeling in the school community. 
 
Their ethos, their adaptations towards the changing world, the engagements of full onboard 
between school, parents and learners. This is what makes WIS special school for any child. 
 
It inspires excellence without compromising individuality and encourages learners to be global 
citizens. 
 
It is the only IB option in Windhoek. 
 
Inquiry based learning. 
 
The diverse community and culture of inclusiveness. 
 
Diversity in culture and ethnicity. My daughter’s view of the world is that diversity is a good thing 
and not one that one should fear.  Another USP is the fact that my daughter is encourage to learn 
at her pace, express her opinions in an environment that is accepting and open. 
 
Being able to get the IGCSE and IBDP qualifications and also having exposure to so many different 
cultures and learning to operate in a global environment. We strongly support the IB Learner 
Profile and our school’s ethos to learn to think and speak assertively for what you as individual 
believe in and also to care and respect others, the environment and our planet. 
 
Graduation certificates are recognized by universities around the world. 
 
An inclusive school with the widest intellectual and cultural diversity. 
 
Only school as option for expats, linked in school year and teaching methodologies to Western 
curricula and teaching philosophy. 
 
Diversity and individuality. 
 
Modern approach to education. 
 
Learning New Cultures, Growth in Personality, Extracurricular Activities, Career Opportunities, The 
International Baccalaureate Curriculum, students are better equipped to compete alongside other 
students around the world. 
 
IB Diploma and Student-Directed Learning. 
 
All answers are from parents of children enrolled in September 2019 from Angola, Botswana, Brazil, 
China, Finland, France, Germany, India, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Latvia, Mozambique, Namibia, the 
Netherlands, the Philippines, Poland, Portugal, South Africa, Tanzania, the UK, USA, Zambia, and 
Zimbabwe. 


