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The International Baccalaureate:
A Diploma of Quality, Depth and Breadth

4 Clift Sjogren and Paul Campbell

Ower the past 3o vears, the International Baccalaurcate
Diploma Programme (11} has quietly matured into one on
the most widely available, and arguably one of the best,
advanced academic programs available at secondary schools
today. It is clearly rime for admissions officers and faculties to
step back and take a long look at the 15, which has emerged
as a reliable indicator of academic promise, perseverance, and
social commitment.

Here are the facts: the IR Diploma Programime is 2 course
of study that covers the last two years of secondary school, and
culminates in a series of international examinations in vari-
ous disciplines. Stadents whe participate in the full Diploma
Programme age required to study and examine in six different
academic subjects. They are also required to fulfill three addi-
tional requirements unique to the e a critical thinking class
known as Theory of Knewledge, a 4,000 word piece of original
research known as the Extended Essay, and a minimum of 150
hours of participation in extracurricular activides and com-
munity service known as Creativity, Aetion, and Service. If a
stucdent satisfies these central requirements and achieves a
cumulative score of 24 points (each exarn is graded on a scale
of 1 to 7} on the six exams, he or she is awarded che 1B
Diploma. A student can also choose to take any number of
individual 1 courses and the subsequent cxams; these stu-
dents are recognized by the awarding of 1B Certificates.

While the 15 is still often thought of as o "foreign” creden-
tial, the two laggest 11 countries are the United States (406 s
schools) and Canada (8g 18 schools), Warldwide, there are
over 1,100 schools in 106 countrics offering the 1B Diploma.
These schools come in all shapes and sizes—public, private,
small, large, comprehensive, specialized, rural, urban, and
subwurban.

By all quantitative measures, the IB Diploma Programme
continues to prow at an impressive rate, Comparing May
2003 to May 2002, 8 percent more schools worldwide offered
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1B cxams; 11 percent more students sat for one or more s
exams, and 13 percent more exams were taken, In the L5, ¢
percent more schools offered 15 exams; 12 percent more stu-
dents sar for one of more 15 exXams; 12 percent More cXams
were talken, and 10 percent more 1B Diplomas were awarded.
In Canada, the respective numbers were § percent, 5 percent,
10 percent, and 16 percent.’

Although the IB Diploma carriculum and examinations
encompass the last two vears of high school, formal prepara-
tion may begin as early as the seventh vear of a child'’s educa-
tion. The academic demands that the program puts on
students requires them to have significant exposure to
advanced classes {especially in math and foreign language}
before they formally enter the 18 in their penultimate vear of
high school. In addition, schools use these “pre-1s” programs
to finish as many local, state, provincial, or national require-
ments as possible.

Behind all this is a Swiss foundation, created in the 19605
o “facilitare the international mebility of students preparing
for university by providing schoels with a corriculum and
diploma recognized by universitics around the world.™ The
Internarional Baccalaureate Organization (1po) is governed
by a sixteen member Council of Foundation, and a director
general heads its worldwide staff. The 1ro’s headquarters are
in Geneva, Switzerland and primary technical suppore facili-
ties are in Cardiff, Wales. Besides the 1B Diploma, the o
also offers newer programs for the Middle Years {1992} and
the Primary Years (1997). The three programs are different in
many ways, but they all share the core 1 principles expressed
i the organization’s mission statement:
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“Ihe International Baccalawreate Organization aims fo
devedap nguiving, dnowledrentle and caving young peo-
ple whe belp to ereate a better and more peacefil waordd
dhrouph interendtural inderstanding and respect.

To this end the IRG works with sehookk, povernmends and
intrrnational erpanizations fo develep challenging pro-
pranns of infernational education and rigorous asessment.

These programs encourage sindents acress the world to
become active, compassionate and ffelong learners whe
understand that other people, with their differences, can
alse de right.™

It is elear from this statement that, while academic rigor is
an important given in 18 programs, there is also a set of val-
ues that the organization strives to integrate into its offer-
ings. Well-prepared 1 students move on to postsecondary
education with a swong sense of global cirizenry, and a will-
ingmess to encounter perspectives and cultural norms differ-
ent than their own.

What Admissions Officers Can Assume
About an IB Diploma Student
The o operates a nerwork of regional offices and regional
representatives, currently locared in eleven cities around the
world. One of the primary tasks of the regional offices is to
assist college admission personnel responsible for evaluating
the features of the IB Diploma Programme. In North
America (1nna), offices in New York Clity and Vancouver are
responsible for this task, Towards this end, isva has drawn
on several prominent admission officials to create the 1B
MNorth America College and University Recognition Task
Force (curt.) Members now serving on curT are from
Brown University, the College of William and Mary,
Columbia University, Macalester College, MeGill University,
Vanderbilt University, and the Universities of British
Columbia, Chicago, Florida, Toronto, Washington, and the
former admission head at the Universities of Michigan and
Southern Califernia

Currenty, curT is working with 18 school leaders and coor-
dinators to examine ways to better facilitate the movement of
18 students into higher education. CURT has developed and
endorsed a chart that will provide university admission staffs
with guides on how the i diploma recipient might compare
with other applicants in a selective and/or compertitive admis-
sion enviconment. Table 1 {on the following page), “1B Diploma
Candidates: Some College Admission Assumptions” lists
thirteen commeon student selection eriteria that are employed
by most selective institutions, and offers sugpestions an how
the various elements of the e might be viewed as evaluarive
tonls for the criteria considered in the admission decision.

As vou can see from the table, curT members agree that
an applicant who is striving for the 1B Diploma personifies
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many of the qualities necessary to suceeed ar college: strong
acaderic skills, positive invelvement in community, a will-
ingness to accept challenge, and an abilicy o think eritically.

Besides the endorsement of corT, what other reassurance
does an admissions office have about the quality of the 1

applicant? Here are some examples:

B |E schools are held to universally high standards—
Schonls that choose to participate in the 1B Program
must first go through a rigorous self-examination of their
academic programs and support services. In the v,
Canada, and the Caribbean, an application for participa-
tion in the program is submitted to the 1Bna office in
Mew York. After a careful evaluation of the application,
ina often requires schools to submit additional infor-
mation to complete the application. A three-person team,
sclected from among expericnced heads of 15 schools, s
coordinators and teachers, college admission officers, and
BN staff, conduct a two-day visit to the school where
probable 18 teachers, school and district staff, school
board members, and prospective 18 students and their
parents are interviewed. A report is then filed by the vis-
iting team with the 18ma Board of Direcrors, which in
turn submits a4 recommendation regarding authorization
to the director general for a decision. Only schools
{known as IB World Schools) that have successfully
undergone this authorization process are allowed o offer
the 1B Diploma Programme. Once approved, schools will
be subject to a thorough review of their progress every
five years to maintain their eligibility for continued par-
ticipation in the program

B 1B teachers are also held te high standards—Central to
the school’s responsibility to offer tr courses is an in-
depth teacher-training requirement, as students will be
required to satisfy the requirements of a number of col-
lege-level courses. Those courses include the student’s
first language {English,) a forcign language, natural/
physical sciences, social sclences/humanities, mathemat-
ics, and the ares. At least three courses will be at the
Higher Level, requiring 240 classroom hours in cach sub-
jeet in the final two years of secondary school, Three
courses will be taken at the Standard Level, requiring at
least 150 classroom hours. All teachers scheduled to teach
18 courses must receive 18-specific training. Since the
eurriculurm for each of 18% 15 courses is rewritten every
five years, there is an expectation thar 18 schools will also
be committed to the ongoing professional development
of their faculties.

M No grade inflation—The 11 grading system is eriterion-
referenced, where each students performance is mea-
sured against well-defined and articulated levels of
achievement, These are consistent from one examination
session to the next and are applied equally to all schools




]

Table 1: IB Diploma Candidates—Some Admission Assumptions
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Crade point average

Academic strenpth of high school

Academic strength of curviculum

Fi

High school percentile rank

Trend of performance

External validation

Research and writing skills

Accepts educational challenges
Critical thinking skills

Interview skills

Extracurricular imvolvernent

Recommendations

Maturity and responsibility

Haote
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An adrmissions efficer can be assured of the candidate's strong preparation of coursewark in a cohesive and
broad-based curriculum that touches on basic academic areas: native language and literature, second language,
sacial soence fhumanites, naturalfphysical sciences, and mathematics.

Mearly all courses in the student’s final two years are in solid academic areas. A higher percentage of the
courses that constitute the GPA are the kinds of courses most valeed in college admissions.

1B authonzed schools must offer, support, and maintain a minimum of seven or eight very strong academic
departments to be a successful 18 school,

Regardless of how the HSPR is determined by school, an 1B diploma recipient will be in the top 10% of hisfher
graduating class in readiness for college.

The (8 Diplama Programme requires students to maintain a high level of focus and performance throughaour
their high school experience,

Because the 18 Diploma, by its examination requirements, validates both achievernent and integrity in academic
perfarmance, there may be a reduced emphasis placed on standardized tests in the admissions process.

The Extended Essay requirernent, a 4,000-word research paper crafted under the tutelage of a faculty mentor
and evaluated by a team of international readers, ensures students are prepared for postsecondary writing and
research requirements.

Participatian in the |E demaonstrates that the student accepts, rather than avoids, rigorous academic challenges.
The required Theary of Knowledge course ensures that students become crtical thinkers who understand the
interdisciplinary nature of learing,

1B students have strong preparation in oral presentation skills, Several 18 courses include mandatory oral
assessrnents, and the Theory of Knowledge course requires students to shape their opiniens into logical dis-
COurse.

The Creativity, Action, Service [CAS) element requires that the student invest a minimum of 150 hours duning
the final twa years in non-classroom activities.

The 1B student will b= well known by the |B Diploma Coordinator, Extended Essay mentor, CAS Coordinator, and
the 1B teachers.

| The 18 assists the student in developing time management, goal setting, and other organizatienal skills.

Admissian critedia nat influenced by 1B participation include: ability to pay; age;, alumns, legacy, or salf connectons; athletss prowess: ethnicity, geexler; geograghic represemlabon,

palitical conuderation; urder o over-aneclial carmpus academie grogram.

throughout the world. The first 18 examinations were
offered to a handful of international schools in gy Since
that time, the distribution of grades on 18 examinations
has remained essentially the same from year to vear, with
only minor variations. Also, the percentage of TB Diploma
candidates carning the diploma has neither dropped nor

risen dramatically, even as the program has grown.

Worldwide recognition—Universitics in more than o
countries accept 1B Diploma holders. The [B Diploma
Programme was created in Europe to accommodarte fam
ilics of forcign service persomnel and other internationalises
who were assigned to another country. An 1B Diploma
avarded from any participating school qualified the recip-
ient for entrance to most European universities, For similar
reasons, the United MNatons International School {ums)
in New York was authorized in 19 as che first North
American school in the program. TTNIS was soon fol-
lowed by the United World College in Victoria, British
Columbia, Ashbury College in Ortawa, Washington
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International School in the District of Columbia, The
Anglo-American School in New York, the French
American International School in San Francisco, and the
Detroit Country Day School,

“The Private School Education at the End of the Yellow
School Bus Ride”—This was the descriprion an mna
board member gave 1o the IB Diploma Programme in
MNorth America, as he saw it emerge from its privileged
roots at private schools to become maore widely available
at public schools. Taday, over 85 percent of the schools
offering the 1B Diploma in the v.s. and Canada are in
the public sectort Several states, among them Florida,
California, Colorade, Minnesota, Texas, and South
Carolina, have legislated various forms of financial incen-
tives to encourage the 18 program ar schools, Graduares
of Florida high schools who complete the Diploma
Programme are awarded substantial scholarships, renew-
able for three more vears if a satisfactory record is
achieved, ar any in-state public college or universiry. That
strategy has most likely contributed 1o a reduced migra-
tion of Florida students to other states for their contin-
ued education,
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Reports from 18 schools suggest that their IB Diploma
Programmes influence the entire academic environment of
the school. The Programme gets well-deserved credit for
increasing student, teacher, and community pride in their
school. Due to its demonstrated quality and is inclusive
rather than exclusive nature, the 18 diploma tends o “raise
the bar” for all students. Because a successful 18 school must
support a balanced academic program of at least seven or
eight strong academic departments, non-1s students also
become beneficiaries of the program,

Students report that their primary reason for choosing an
IB Program is to better prepare themselves for an academi
cally demanding college or university, and to be awarded
credit or waivers for freshman and sophomore level courses.
v.s and Canadian colleges and universities are increasingly
recognizing the academic strength of the IB Diploma and

are demonstrating an eagerness to attract those students who
are completing this world-class diploma program. Many
institutions award special financial awards to ateract thesc
young scholars. For a look at the instistional pelicies on
awarding credit for 18 courses at hundreds of North
American colleges and universities, hopefully including your
own, visit the 180 Web site ar wwwibo.org, and click on the
shoreeut to “universities and governments.”

Cliff Sjogren, 5 past Bresident of AACRAD, was an admission professional for 32
years, Fle seread as the Director of Admissions at the Unversay of Mechegan, and
as the Dean of Admission and Financial Aid az the University of Sowthesn
Califarnia. He can be reached at csjogrengchartesmiongt

Paul Campbaell is (he Deputy Regional Directar of Inernational Baccalaueeate
Marth America in Mew Yook Citg He can be reached at paulogdibo.oeg

This article srginafly appeared in the Fall 200z (Voluwe pg. No. 2) i of Collepe & University, and s being veproduced’
divtribuied wwith the permission of the dmevican Asoctation of Collegiate Regiitrars and Admisions Officers. Copyripht 2007
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