Becoming
International

Elementary schools seek to develop students of the world

through the International Baccalaureate Organization’s

Primary Years Programme.

Niki Singh

hat makes a school

“international”? Is it an

international body of

students? The teaching

of one or more
“foreign” languages? A foreign exchange
program? A curriculum that includes
the study of different cultures? The
display of flags of different countries? A
cafeteria that serves foods of different
cultures? In fact, these are not the
defining characteristics of an interna-
tional school.

A few designated international
schools might surprise you: A Title I
school in South Carolina in which 60
percent of the students qualify for free
or reduced-price lunch; an American
school in Bombay, India, that enrolls
200 students of 25 different nationalities
and has an annual tuition about 35
times the average national income; and
a neighborhood school in Colorado.
What do these schools have in
common? All three offer the Primary
Years Programme, a curriculum frame-
work for 3- to 12-year-olds developed by
teachers and administrators at interna-
tional schools. Since 1997, the Primary
Years Programme has been adminis-
tered and further developed by the
International Baccalaureate Organiza-
tion, best known for its rigorous college
preparatory program.

Undergirding these schools is the
Programme’s student profile, which
reflects what the Programme has

defined as the 10 most important
attributes of an international person and
provides the response to the crucial
question, What do we want students to
learn? In essence, we want them to
learn how to be inquirers, thinkers,
communicators, risk takers, knowledge-
able, principled, caring, open-minded,
well-balanced, and reflective (see
sidebar, p. 59). Every aspect of the
curriculum, then, focuses on moving
students toward becoming people who
reflect these characteristics.

Although the Primary Years Pro-
gramme was originally developed by
and for schools that taught students of
many nationalities, the student profile
clearly describes the kind of person that
every school should seek to develop.
Indeed, the Primary Years Programme,
once described as a curriculum for
international schools, is now more accu-
rately described as an international
curriculum for schools (Bartlett, 1996).
Schools that wish to adopt the
Programme undergo a rigorous autho-
rization process that includes extensive
teacher training at regional and on-site
workshops, putting the Programme in
place at the school, and hosting an
authorization visit. Once authorized,
schools conduct self-evaluation studies
and receive periodic evaluation visits.
Of the more than 1,000 International
Baccalaureate schools in 112 countries,
about 80 are authorized to offer the rela-
tively new Primary Years Programme,

and another 150 are in the process of
implementation.

Teaching What Matters

The Primary Years Programme defines
six themes that transcend the traditional
disciplines and represent broad ideas
that are relevant to, and meaningful for,
all human beings: who we are, where
we are in place and time, how we
express ourselves, how the world
works, how we organize ourselves, and
sharing the planet. Each year of elemen-
tary school, about half of class time is
spent exploring these six themes, with
4-6 weeks spent on each unit. Much of
the content that teachers have always
taught—that they are in many cases
required to teach—works naturally into
the units, although the instructional
approach changes quite dramatically.
After all, students around the world
learn about igloos, tepees, mud huts,
and homes on stilts for a reason. The
Primary Years Programme simply
encourages teachers to emphasize, for
example, the core concept that human
beings need shelter. Examining dif-
ferent kinds of homes then becomes a
means to an end rather than the end of
the lesson itself.



At far left, students in the Primary
Years Programme pose for the camera.
Near left, a student experiments with
an African drum during the class's
exploration of global traditions.

Acting as the hero he has studied, a Westward Elementary School student responds

!

to his classmates’ questions as part of a performance-based assessment.

From Personal to Universal
Teachers at one Colorado school
struggled to find a balance between
developing a Programme of Inquiry
consistent with the Primary Years Pro-
gramme’s six transdisciplinary themes
and addressing the state requirement to

teach a unit on significant events,
groups, and people in Colorado history
(Colorado Department of Education,
1995). They believed that they could
address state history within the frame-
work of the theme on where we are in
place and time, which the Primary
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Years Programme describes as

an exploration of our orientation in
place and time; of our personal histo-
ries; of history and geography from
local and global perspectives; of our
homes and journeys; of the discov-
eries, explorations, and migrations of
humankind; of the contributions of
individuals and civilizations. (Interna-
tional Baccalaureate Organization,
2000) :

The Programme requires teachers to
write a single, concise sentence
expressing a globally significant central
idea that is truly universal and worth
knowing—and therefore worth study by
any school anywhere in the world. The
central idea should extend students’
prior knowledge and be complex
enough to provoke genuine student
inquiry (International Baccalaureate
Organization, 2000). The Colorado
teachers’ early drafts of such a sentence
were simply rewordings of their state’s
requirement; they could see that their
central idea would not satisfy the
Primary Years Programme criteria.

The teachers knew that the unit must
allow students to explore Colorado
history and the significant events that
had shaped it, as the unit had always
done. But this time, the unit would have
to do more—students must see
Colorado history in the wider context of
human migration and begin to under-
stand that their state’s history followed






