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The Harbour School, Hong Kong 

Shortlisted for the 2022 Teaching and Learning award 

The Harbour School (THS) is a Kindergarten to Grade 12 international school that 
aims to unlock the best in every student by taking a customized, experiential and 
inquiry-based approach to teaching and learning. It has small class sizes, caters 
for different learning styles, and redefines rigour by going beyond the expected. 
THS follows an American curriculum with an emphasis on 21st century skills such as 
problem-solving, teamwork, communication, self-direction, presentation, flexibility, 
innovation, and social responsibility, with projects applied to authentic problems. 
The school was founded in 2007 and is gaining a worldwide reputation as a center 
of excellence. 
 
The Harbour School’s Marine Science Program (MSP) includes both a 50-foot 
sailboat (The Black Dolphin) and a state-of-the-art Marine Science Center (MSC) 
with many marine animals that students can befriend and help care for, including 
a touch-tank with bamboo sharks, horseshoe crabs, and other marine life. Faculty 
from the MSP actively work with the school’s teaching teams across different 
disciplines including science, social studies and even art to incorporate ocean and 
marine life topics. For example, when Grade Five students learn about circuits and 
electricity, they also learn about electrical animals and how their biology have 
adapted to produce energy charges, and when Grade Two students learn about 
sound and sound waves, they also learn about echolocation. Students learning 
about water chemistry or marine biodiversity, may go out on The Black Dolphin to 
measure water quality in the ocean or to count and classify marine life. The Black 
Dolphin serves as THS’s “outdoor classroom”. 
 
THS is located on an island, and so it only makes sense to study the ocean. We 
want students to solve real-world problems, to explore beyond the walls of the 
school and to understand that learning extends beyond books. Our students 
create and deploy structures for coral reefs, perform award-winning marine 
research, and learn to care for the world they inherit by first attending to and 
appreciating the ocean around us. The vision of The Harbour School is not that it is 

https://iscresearch.com/international-school-awards


 
 

iscresearch.com/international-school-awards 
  

all about the ocean, but rather that the world around us should inspire learning. 

How the initiative original and creative 

The THS Marine Science Program weaves Marine Science into topics across the 
curriculum. While there are many schools that offer Marine Science as a separate 
class, and indeed schools whose primary focus is Marine Science, the THS 
difference is that it recognizes Marine Science as a potential part of all topics. 
Grade Two students held a Poetry Slam on The Black Dolphin. Students studying 
the Age of Exploration map the coastline from the ship, while students studying 
Ancient Greece “join” the Greek Navy and pledge themselves to Poseidon on 
board. First Graders learn compass skills in the MSC and on the boat. At THS, Marine 
Science is not an extra class - it is potentially a part of all classes. The MSP faculty 
(two marine biologists and the ship’s captain and first mate) meet with teachers 
to explore ways to utilize these resources to support and extend already existing 
science, social studies, English or math topics. It is by integrating ocean literacy 
across the curriculum that students develop a deep sense of appreciation and 
responsibility for not only our oceans and marine creatures but all of nature. It is 
worth noting that in addition to providing profound learning experiences, the MSP is 
a source of joy and collaboration. Students today need to greet the world and 
each other every day with optimism and productivity, and they need to feel a 
responsibility to help sustain each other and the planet we live on. The 
opportunities provided by the MSP facilitate those feelings. 

How and why the initiative has had impact on students’ attitudes and/or 

attainment 

“The most dangerous worldview is the worldview of those who have not viewed the 
world.” -Alexander von Humboldt 
 
Past research indicates that primary school students who are exposed to ocean 
literacy have a heightened interest in science, deeper knowledge of marine 
ecosystems and animals, and an increased willingness to 
work in teams and help each other. Our experience reflects the same. In fact, since 
MSP experiences are woven into other classes - not just in science but also literacy, 
social studies and the arts - this increased enthusiasm might contribute to a 
heightened interest in all aspects of school. THS students are particularly 
conscious of the need to preserve our planet, especially the ocean. 
One THS High School student, Nikki Wong, won third place in the Hong Kong Science 
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and Technology Innovation Fair, competing against 4,000 students from 400 
schools, for her research on the effects of climate change on a particularly hardy 
local coral. Since about 70% of coral communities in the world are under threat, 
understanding the resilience of the Hong Kong coral may help save other coral 
communities worldwide. 
 
Each year, many students from both primary and secondary grades volunteer to 
become docents in the MSC, with most working a significant number of hours 
(outside of class) to become student experts who can competently participate in 
the care of marine animals as well as eloquently inform others about them. 
 
Extra-curricular and holiday courses run by the MSP fill up almost immediately due 
to their desirability. 

How and why the initiative includes the student voice and/or student action as 

part of the initiative 

One wall of the MSC is entirely devoted to individual tanks that may be used for 
independent or team research upon request (such as the research conducted by 
Nikki Wong) by either primary or secondary students. Each tank holds separate 
controls for temperature, and aspects such as water chemistry may also vary 
from tank to tank. Students as young as Grade Two have initiated independent 
research in the MSC. 
 
Similarly, The Black Dolphin may be used when students have a research or 
creative interest. For example, in one instance a Fifth Grader learned that an 
incinerator had been proposed on a nearby island, and he initiated research of 
the water quality around the island for “before” measures. (The incinerator was 
ultimately not built, so no “after” measures were necessary.) When a group of High 
School students wanted to do a remake of The Tempest, they solicited The Black 
Dolphin for its first scene. 
 
In other words, both the MSC and The Black Dolphin are perceived as resources for 
the students as well as for classes and teachers. (In fact, they are also popular 
resources for our parent community.) 
 
In the Primary School, students may choose to be docents (described above). High 
School students may choose to take a formal Marine Research or Marine Biology 
course for credit, or they may decide to serve as interns in the Marine Science 
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Program. Some High School students also choose to be assistant teachers during 
the school’s holiday or after-school programs. 

How and why the initiative has addressed a challenge or opportunity in a way 

that has directly impacted the school and demonstrates the potential for longer-

term development as a sustainable initiative for the school 

The school’s MSP holds a central place in the THS vision of experiential learning and 
also serves as a model and important resource for other programs throughout the 
school. THS is a leader in experiential education and a Leadership Circle school in 
the Independent Schools Experiential Education Network (ISEEN). The experiential 
aspect of THS is interesting and enjoyable, but on a more serious note it is also 
directed towards authentic and purposeful actions to solve real world dilemmas. 
By taking real action, students not only learn about the topics they are studying 
but also learn that they can, in fact, take real action. Their success in facing these 
complex tasks teaches them that they can be successful and the world’s 
problems are not insurmountable. 
 
THS has formally initiated a Social Action and Sustainability Program (SISP) that 
integrates each of the United Nations’ 17 Social Desirability Goals (SDG’s) into the 
school’s curriculum. For many of these, the MSP will be an invaluable resource as 
students can experientially investigate the topics related to sustainability. 
 
The United Nations has proclaimed a Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable 
Development (2021-2030) “to reverse the cycle of decline in ocean health and 
ensure that ocean science can fully support countries in creating improved 
conditions for sustainable development of the world’s oceans.” 
 
This is a call to action for all of us, and one we take very seriously at The Harbour 
School. 

How and why the initiative includes strategies that enable it to be shared beyond 

the wider school community 

The two marine biologists who helm the THS Marine Science Center, Maxine 
Cutracci and Sarah Taylor, were appointed to the board of the Asia Marine 
Education Association (AMEA), and Ms. Taylor is also the chair of the AMEA’s 
Education and Training Committee. They jointly presented at the 2021 US National 
Marine Educator Association (NMEA) on “Infusing Curriculum Standards with Ocean 
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Literacy Principles,” available on youtube. In this workshop, they straightforwardly 
present a step-by-step “how to” that is applicable to all types of schools, whether 
or not they have an MSC or even ocean access! 
 
The MSC is available for nearby kindergarten visits and lessons and conducts 
holiday programs that include students from schools across Hong Kong. The Black 
Dolphin has been used by local organizations such as the Girl Scouts. 
 
Students working in the MSP have participated in the Autonomous Reef Monitoring 
Systems project (ARMS) in collaboration with Hong Kong University’s SWIMS, and 
THS is a registered participant in the International Reef Check program. MSP faculty 
have joined SWIMS to place artificial reef structures for coral growth, and Ocean 
Youth Project to help teach drones to recognize varieties of coral. THS is also a 
member of the Ocean3c initiative in Hong Kong. 
 
Finally, the school’s leadership in using ocean literacy as a vehicle for learning is 
one reason that THS was chosen as one of only three international schools (out of 
eleven schools) to participate in Harvard Project Zero and Catalyst Lab’s study, 
“Envisioning Innovation in Education,” sharing across schools. 
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