
The American stand-up comedian George Carlin said it perfectly, 
‘Everyone smiles in the same language.’ It does not matter where 
we come from: we are all different – but we are also all the same. 
At the International School Almere and the International Primary 
School Almere, children from all over the world come together, 
with respect for each other and with open minds.
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TEXT mariël van den donk

A 
world map hangs in every classroom of the 
International Primary School Almere (IPS). On 
it is a photo of every child in the class. There 
are lines from every land of origin – all ending 

in Almere. It makes an impression – lines drawn from 
all over the world and converging at our city. The 
introduction to the school song says it all: ‘Welcome 
everybody, from all around the world. Let us build a 
future for every boy and girl…’

The foundation was 
already there 
The leadership of IPS Almere falls under Erin Wilson 
and Paul Stubbé. ‘We started in 2006, as a subsidi
ary of the Letterland School, in Almere’s Literatuur
wijk,’ states Stubbé. ‘Letterland had an English and 
Dutch stream, lessons in English was emphasised. 
Children received English lessons from group 1. (It 
is known in Dutch as ‘Vroegtijdig Versterkt Taal
onderwijs, or VVTO). Almere needed an international 
primary school – a need wellrecognised by the then 
mayor, Annemarie Jorritsma. There was an inter
national secondary school, but younger students 
only had the choice to attend a local Dutch primary 
school. Being that  Letterland already had a focus 
on teaching English the foundation for the devel
opment of an international primary school was in 
place.  At the time, we had three students, a teacher 
and a principal. Time has moved on and in 2016 we 
celebrated our tenth anniversary. Today we have 
more than 225 students. An increasing number of 
international businesses are establishing themselves 
in Almere. Their employees, expats, find their way to 
us mostly by word of mouth and, as a result, we con
tinue to grow every year. We collaborate closely with 
the International School Almere (ISA, the secondary 
school). Our students are 4 to 11 years old and the 
majority move on to ISA. As of the summer of 2017 
we will also offer preschool for children from 2 1/2 
years old to 4 years old.’

Individual cultural 
backgrounds
Paul continues: ‘Our students receive an international 
education, in English. In addition, they receive up to 
two weekly lessons in Dutch. Students new to the 
English language receive extra English lessons. As 
English support in areas like speech therapy and 

remedial teaching is difficult to find, we offer these 
services within the school setting. We cater for the 
needs of children with additional requirements our
selves. Our teachers are all native English speakers 
with validated diplomas. They come from the United 
States, Australia, Canada, South Africa and, of 
course, England. The teachers each bring their own, 
cultural background to the school and this is of enor
mous value. As are physical education and music, 
subjects for which we provide specialist teachers.’ 
Erin Wilson says: ‘IPS Almere is for foreign students 
who, with their parents, come to live in Almere for 
a limited period of time. We are not a local school 
with the capacity to accept any child in the neigh
bourhood. Our students must meet a number of 
admission criteria. The most important is that they, 
as I have mentioned, are not permanent residents. 
After a certain period here they mostly return to their 
own country, or move on to another. We also admit 
children of Dutch families returning from abroad – if 
the children have already had two years of English 
medium education. Dutch children whose parents 
can provide evidence that they are leaving the 
country within a foreseeable period with proof of the 
upcoming move are also welcome.’ 

Not an elite school 
Erin emphasises: ‘We are a public school, set up to 
provide education for children who meet our criteria. 
We are definitely not an elite school. In comparison 
with other international schools, IPS Almere fees 
are among the lowest. The subsidy received for our 
target group makes us affordable and accessible to 
a broad but clearlydefined group of students. This 
makes it attractive for foreign businesses to locate 
in Almere. A primary and secondary international 
school are valuable additions to Almere. We can, 
indeed, claim to be the only schools that encour
age people to literally “cross the bridge” to Almere 
and settle in our city. Our classes are small and our 
educational program comes highly recommended. 
In addition, Almere does not (yet) suffer from school 
admission waiting lists.’ 

Respect and understanding
Two broad staircases rise from the main hall of our 
school building to the first floor. On the steps are 
written the important values of the school – on one 
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staircase in English and on the other in Dutch. This is 
just one of the signs that IPS Almere and Letterland 
school (still) occupy the same building. These norms 
and values are displayed throughout the school and 
are anchored in respect and understanding for each 
other and for each other’s culture. One notices, in 
addition to these core values, two trees are displayed 
in the school, with branches: it is the personal goal 
tree. On these, students are recognized for model
ling the personal goals. A note to mark this achieve
ment is displayed on the tree. Erin Wilson tells us: 
‘In school we learn from each other, by experiencing 
and appreiciating diverse cultures. An example is that 
we were invited to celebrate Diwali with parents from 
our school. (An important festival celebrating the 

victory of light over darkness. ed.)  We also organise 
coffee mornings, at which parents can share their 
experiences and learn from each other. I am really 
proud of our warm community.’

Passion for learning
Erin continues: ‘At IPS Almere we develop our stu
dents’ passion for learning while we ensure optimal 
development of individual talent. This carries through 
from lessons to afterschool activities. An example 
is our sixyearold chess champion! Learning is the 
accumulation of knowledge as well as building an 
understanding of the world around you.’ 
Paul Stubbé says: ‘We all learn in different ways. Our 
basis is the International Primary Curriculum (IPC). 
Topicbased learning. We approach every subject 
from a variety of angles, using the principle of ‘brain
friendly learning’. This stimulates both the inquisitive
ness and motivation of our students. Something like 
chocolate can, for instance, be approached from 
the point of view of its chemistry, but it also has eco
nomic, geographic and social aspects.’ 
Erin Wilson: ‘We hope to share a single campus 
with ISA in the near future. It will be beneficial for 
the image of both the school and the city to have a 
representative location for international education. 
An attractive international education facility is good 

for Almere’s economic growth. And what could be 
better than new residents from all over the world 
wanting to settle in  our city?’

Braziers and glühwein
What strikes most people about IPS Almere and ISA 
is their warmth; their atmosphere of togetherness 
and conviviality. This is where lifelong friendships are 
born. I was privileged to attend the party organised 
by International School Almere on the last school day 
of 2016. Flaming braziers offered a warm welcome 
outside and the glühwein flowed generously. Parents 
stood chatting in friendly groups. Inside the students 
were enjoying an international meal. Everyone had 
brought a delicious plate of food! I talked to Marie 

ruitenschildOrendain. Her younger son is at IPS 
Almere, while the older had now completed three 
years at ISA: ‘It is a small school and, because of 
that, an intimate environment. Students and parents 
feel welcome and at home. The principal’s door 
is always open. I also really like the IB curriculum 
(International Baccalaureate, ed.). It stimulates criti
cal thinking and allows students to learn in different 
ways. My older son, for instance, had a very unusual 
project. He had to research his daily protein require
ment in relation to his age and weight. He started by 
monitoring his daily protein intake and writing down 
what he ate and drank in a day. He then used math
ematics to calculate the results. I was also involved 
in the project. It is great when a project requires the 
practical application of your knowledge. Then there 
was the time he had to use coins to measure surface 
area on a topographical map. The students learn to 
inquire and to push their own boundaries.’

A place for everyone
Yvonne Fischer, chair of the Parent Support Group, 
has meanwhile joined us. ‘There are ten parents in the 
Parent Support Group. We support various school 
activities. Once a month we have a coffee morning 
in a cafe in AlmerePoort.’ Yvonne has two children 
at ISA. ‘The international education means they will 

Students learn to inquire and to 
push their personal boundaries
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But four months ago, at the beginning of the school 
year, I was quite nervous. I did not know what to 
expect. However, all new students could come a day 
earlier, to introduce us to the school. I think it is great 
here. You are helped by everyone and you quickly 
bond with your fellow students. When kids ask you 
how you are, they really listen to your answer. We 
really communicate with each other. And also with 
the teachers. Everything is very friendly and they are 
not at all distant. They encourage you to do things 
which you did not dare to do! As a result, I gave a 
presentation to a large group. And I have only been 
here for a few months.’  

Joe supports her: ‘The presentation was really good. 
I did not know that she was so young, or that she 
had only been here for such a short time.’ 
Jacquiline glows at the compliment. ‘You are 
stimulated to take risks. The teachers never tell you 
that you are doing something wrong, but how you 
can improve something.’  

Joe fills in: ‘You have so much freedom to do 
research into the things that interest you, and write 
an essay on the subject. And the research teaches 
you so much. The freedom to work on your personal 
projects makes you a more interesting person; it 
allows you to grow.’ 

Personal talents
I am impressed by the relaxed and mature way 
these three students communicate. Can they really 
be that young? I ask about their plans for the future. 
Jake wants to do something in media, music or film. 

And, of course, he wants to continue to play in his 
band. Joe is enormously inspired by ISA itself. ‘I 
would like to be a teacher at an IB school – teaching 
English or history.’ For Jacquiline that future is a little 
further away, but she’s already interested in software 
engineering. She still has plenty of time to continue 
to discover her personal talents. As I drive home I 
am struck by how proud we should be, being able 
to offer these international schools, so rich in cultural 
diversity, and right here in Almere.

fit in easier if we move abroad. What I like about the 
school is the emphasis on sustainability and the 
attention to the world around us. Students have to 
make themselves useful and return something to the 
community. Which is how our youngest ended up 
manning the food bank in one of Almere’s supermar
kets! I think both the interaction between the school 
and the city and the value the school places on giving 
something back to the city are important. I think 
that ISA definitely adds value to our city. Having a 
variety of cultures is enriching. The school has a great 
atmosphere. There is a great deal of openness and 
respect between students and teachers. They learn 
that there is space for everyone – a value which they 
also adopt and take home.’

It is easy to make friends here
I had heard that principal rubin Borges has abso
lutely no problem with students speaking their minds. 
Everyone has a right to his or her opinion. So I am 
looking forward to an opportunity to talk with three 
students: Jake Warren (16), Joe Taylor (16) and Jac
quiline roney (13). Jake is from England. He is glad 
to be at ISA. ‘You meet kids here from many different 
countries, with diverse cultures. You accept others 
because everyone is from a different place. It is easy 
to make friends here. new people are immediately 
welcomed. What I also like about the school is its 
flexibility. You can choose your subjects yourself.’ Joe 
also comes from England. He says he has ‘only’ lived 
in the netherlands for three years. Their relocation 
from England to the netherlands went smoothly. ‘We 
moved during the summer holidays. 

The school year opened with an introductory camp for 
new students. It was good for teambuilding. I made 
friends immediately – on the first day. This happens 
very easily, no one is excluded. It is relaxed, because 
the school is small. In England I was at school with at 
least 1,500 students. Then you are one of the many. 
While here I can recognise nearly everyone, even 
though they may not be in my class. Everyone gets 
on with everyone else and there is no hierarchy of 
students in different years. Every teacher knows your 
name, even if you are not in his or her class.’ 

I think it is great here!
The ‘newest’ in the group, Jacquiline, is from India. 
She has only been in the netherlands for six months, 
of which four at ISA. She also came from a large 
school, with more than 1,000 students and 82 
teachers. ‘I know all the teachers here personally. 

‘They encourage you to 
do things that you did 

not dare to do’
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