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Unwise to
skimp on
your health
insurance

E

xpats with private medical
insurance have for years
faced double-digit rises in
premiums and such hefty
costs might persuade
those contemplating a
new life abroad either to skimp on it or
simply not bother at all.
The pressure on prices is mainly
due to the rise of new medical
technologies. Some insurers also
blame an increasing intolerance of
minor medical ills for which earlier
generations would not have bothered
their doctor.
However, nothing diminishes the
need for cover, says Colin Boxall,
commercial director of employee
benefits company ADVO. He warned
about cutting cover too fine – either in
quality of care or “medivac” cover.
“It is surprising how dependent and
childlike an intelligent person can be
when unwell in an unfamiliar
environment,” he says. “So it’s
important to choose cover that you
can rely on when abroad. Will it give
you the choice to return to the UK if
care is not available locally? Or will
you be taken to the closest location
where the appropriate treatment can
be given – possibly further from
home?”
Paying your own way is the option

Making choices How to get
the best cover
A Singaporebased 40-yearold with
comprehensive
annual cover
could be paying
anything from
£3,472 (insurer
ALC) to £6,156
(Cigna) and
£7,663 (Bupa) for
a year’s cover.
In the United
States, the same
individual could
be paying more
than £10,000,
Faced with
such a wide
array of plans,
one answer is to
consult a broker.
Avoid general
insurance
brokers. Find a
specialist,

probably a
member of the
Association of
Medical
Insurance
Intermediaries
specialising in
overseas cover.
Make sure you
know his or her
commission and
beware annual
“churning” of
plans. Churning
enriches the
broker, not
your cover.
Insist that the
plan conforms
to entry
requirements
in the target
country. And
remember that
these change
frequently.

taken by some and is less precarious
for those able to access some local
state provision. Within Europe, the
European Health Insurance Card
helps. But its effectiveness and limits
are interpreted very differently among
the 31 EEA member states (and
Switzerland) despite Brussels’ efforts
towards conformity.
Polls show that the public tends to
underestimate the cost of medical
care. This includes air-ambulance
transport, where the uninsured can
face bills of £50,000 – with medical
fees on top.
If you are based in a country where
care is to Western levels, this will
come with a corresponding price tag.
But fees can also vary sharply.
Appendix removal costs on average
$8,156 (£5,323) in the United States (on
recent WHO and OECD data). In
Argentina the equivalent is $953.
Decisions around buying insurance
are increasingly removed from the
individual expat. Governments have
tired of funding care for all-comers –
and forced foreign nationals to pay for
their own needs.
The latest countries to require
insurance for expats include Qatar
and Turkey. Others are specifying
higher mandatory levels of cover. In
Germany premiums are effectively
set to reflect the notional cost of care
in old age. This weighs heavily on
the policyholder.
Also demanding high cover levels
are Holland, France, Spain (regions
with expat hotspots) and Switzerland
(most cantons). Abu Dhabi and Saudi
Arabia clearly specify the benefits
needed. Less prescriptive states
include Dubai, Turkey and Qatar.
But a big change is on the other side
of the Pond. President Obama’s health
reforms of 2010 are now taking effect,
requiring all global companies to
provide health cover to specific
standards for employees working in
the US. Residents too must maintain
minimum standards of cover.
And the impending tax rise to
9.5 per cent on health insurance in
Britain is a reminder of how Western
governments are raising premiums.
The hike in Insurance Premium
Tax, at present 6 per cent, still leaves
Britain with a lower rate than many
countries. France last year increased
IPT by more than half to 14 per cent;
Germany is at 19 per cent and Holland
at 21 per cent.
The UK change kicks in on
November 1. Insurance companies
may adjust their premiums to reflect
the tax rate in the country in which the
policyholder resides – or plans to
reside if about to emigrate. However,
some insurers apply a global tax
average on their international plans.
These policyholders can expect a
premium jump.

By Nick Morrison
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Despite ever-increasing
premiums, Peter Pallot
explains why expats need
to be fully covered

Why the IB is
the perfect
passport to
university

Skiing is a big attraction at Aiglon in the Swiss Alps. The college “has its own culture, which is not necessarily nation-specific”

Cut boarding school fees and
experience different cultures
Boarding is no longer
confined to the UK,
reports Nick Morrison

F

or expatriate parents, boarding
schools in the UK may seem the
best option for their children,
offering stability and the best
standard of education.
But many international schools also
take boarders, ensuring continuity
even when short-term contracts and
frequent moves are the norm. These
can be cheaper than a UK boarding
school, while giving children the
chance to experience the benefits of
living abroad.
Between eight and 10 per cent of
the 1,500 students at King’s College,
the British School of Madrid, are
boarders, says deputy headmaster
Matthew Taylor.
Spanish students make up about 80
per cent of the school roll, but the
boarders are a mix of British and other
Europeans and students from China
and South Asia.
“Typically, they have parents who
travel a lot, so they’re looking for
somewhere stable,” says Taylor.
“Another factor that attracts them is
that their children will leave here
bilingual in English and Spanish, and
that is really important.”
Lessons are taught in English, and
the school follows the English national
curriculum, with students taking
international GCSEs and A-levels. This

year 47 per cent of the school’s AS
results were at A* or A.
The annual fee for a sixth-form
boarder is €24,000. Exchange rates
of £1 to around €1.36 euros favour
British families.
The Independent Schools Council
data shows average boarding fees for a
sixth former in the UK are £10,723 a
term, or £32,169 a year.
“It can be up to half the price of a
similar school in the UK,” says Taylor.
A key difference between boarding
in the UK and at an international
school is the composition of the
student body, says Robin Fletcher,
national director of the UK-based
Boarding Schools Association (BSA).
While most UK boarding schools have
a sizeable number of overseas
students, British pupils are the
majority, but that is not always the
case at an international school.
“By definition, at an international
school you will have a more diverse
population,” says Fletcher.
International schools make up
about one in 10 of the BSA’s
membership. The UK, where boarding
is most established, sets the pace.
“International boarding schools
quite often have a lot of staff from the
UK and you would expect them to be
strong academically, have good
facilities and a very high standard of
pastoral care,” Fletcher adds.
Boarding was not the norm in
Romania when Transylvania College,
an international school in Cluj, opened
a small boarding house two years ago.

Although most students are Romanian,
many boarders are from elsewhere.
“We’re very different to a lot of
boarding schools,” says Gillian
Greenwood, head of school. “I think
the boarders see themselves as a minicommunity within a community.”
The school, which offers both a
Romanian and UK curriculum,
provides a wide range of extracurricular activities and organises
weekend trips for boarders.
Transylvania College is a member
of the Council of British International
Schools (COBIS). COBIS chief
executive Colin Bell says: “If you are
choosing a school, you have got to look
for quality, including pastoral care and
safeguarding, and we are confident
that our schools can provide that.”
At Aiglon College, in the Swiss Alps,
skiing is a major attraction, with other
winter sports. Diversity is key, says
headmaster Richard McDonald. There
are 56 nationalities represented among
its 366 students.
“There is quite a strong AngloSaxon heritage but Aiglon has its own
culture, which is not necessarily
nation-specific,” he says.
“Parents might not want their
children to be fitted to a British
norm, but here they can keep hold
of their identity and experience
different cultures.”
Modern languages are an important
part of the curriculum. The school
offers about 12 languages, as well as
the International Baccalaureate
diploma, an alternative to A-levels.

IN RECENT years, the International
Baccalaureate has gone from being
viewed as a niche qualification suitable
for only a small group of students, to
one that is now both well-understood
and well-regarded.
And nowhere has that
transformation been more apparent
than in perceptions of the IB as a route
into university.
Wendy Heydorn, director of higher
education at Sevenoaks School in
Kent, says the attitude of university
admission tutors has changed
markedly since the school went all-IB
in 2002. “Universities are better
informed now and people recognise
that the IB is offering something
special,” she says.
One of the main reasons for the
changing view of the IB, Heydorn says,
is that it is increasingly seen as a good
preparation for higher education,
developing the kinds of skills that
students will need at university.
All diploma students complete an
extended essay, a 4,000-word project
on a topic of their choosing. This
requires independent research, as well
as an ability to think widely around
a subject.
Although students on an A-level
programme have the option of a
comparable piece of work with the
Extended Project Qualification, the
fact that this is compulsory with the IB
is a big advantage.
“It is an undergraduate-style
research project, where the student
forms their own question. They have a
supervisor to support them, but it is
largely their own independent
research,” says Heydorn. As such, it is
a good preparation for the type of
study they would be expected to
undertake at university, she says.
IB students also take a course on
critical thinking, called Theory of
Knowledge, which nurtures the kind
of open and inquiring mind that is
needed at university, she says.
The IB also means students do not
significantly narrow their options for
higher education when they make
their subject choices at 16.
“The diploma offers depth as well as
breadth, and the fact they have to do
science, maths, a language, a humanity
and English means there are so many
combinations they can do at
university,” she adds.
Around a fifth of Sevenoaks’
students, and almost a third of its sixth
formers, are based overseas, and many
go to university in the US, China,
Australia and elsewhere.
In a sign of a growing awareness of
the merits of the IB, a number of
universities have reduced the offers
they make to diploma students,
including King’s College London.
Paul Teulon, director of admissions
at KCL, said the change recognised
that while A-level grades had been
rising, IB grades had been consistent.
“Because King’s offers so many
inter-disciplinary subjects, where the
students are expected to be numerate
and analytical and have good written
prose, the skills they have developed
[on the IB] tend to mean that they
progress very well,” he adds.

