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Does encouraging more students to take International Baccalaureate
classes force teachers to lower their standards? Not when
students have the right preparation and support.

Carol Corbett Burris, Kevin G. Welner, 1o take rigorous courses will lorve teachers 1o water down
Edward W. Wiley, and John Murphy their curriculum (Klopfenstein, 2003) But 1s this assumption
true? What would happen if al) students were encouraged 1o

esearchers increasingly recognize that students enroll in the most rigotous classes available?

who take challenging high school courses are

better prepared for college study and thus more Opening the Doors

likely to carn a degree {Adelman, 2006), Unfor-  The suburban school district of Reckville Centre, New York,
tunately, many high schouls hmit enrollment in serves approximalely 3,300 students. Nearly 75 percent of the
LhE:se coutses 16 the schools' highest-achieving students. Some  students are white, approximately 1.2 pereeni are Latine. 8
school leaders believe that allowing lower-achieving students  percent are black, and 2 percent are Asian American. Most of
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the districts black and Latino students
-nre socioeconomically disadvantaged.
I 1981, South Side High School, the
e nly high school in the district, intro-
. duced the Internattonal Baccalaureate
s+ (IB) diploma program to serve its gified
" anid talented 11th and 12¢h graders. The
1B d}plmm program encompasses alt

. ﬂsse ments graded by tnternational
: ¢érs measure student learning
'_acraas the years and across member
~ schools (liternational Bacealawreate
:C);gamzauon 2004). Students carn
coﬂegn edit for B coursework; univer-
- sitles acrogs the globe recognize the
CoTigor e of the program and honor the
' cxedtls earned.
Cnits early years, the districts IB
E progmm stayed small. Akhough more
than 90 pereent of South Stde’s gradu-
ates went on to college, only 20 percent
took an 1B course. District Superin-
tendent William H. Johnson attributed
the low enrollment 1o the districts
tracking systern,
“To prepare more stiidemis for the 1B
“program, the district moved from a
'Lracking systern with thiee vr more ters
1o a two-track systern that atlowed any
student Lo take honors classes in grades
9 and 10 and 1B courses in grades 11
ane 12 (Garrity, 2004). More students
began to participate in the 1B program.
The graduating class of 1988 had nine
18 diploma candidates, with five
students earning the diploma. Ten years
later, the class of 1998 had 49 diploma
candidates, with 43 students achieving
that goal. This was a definite improve-
ment, but many students planning o
* aitend college =1ill didn’t take 1B classes.

Preparing All Students
Even though any student could enroli in
- B courses in geades 11 and 12, studeres
macle decisions carly in 1heir schooling
tha effectively, if imintentionally,
- éxcldded them [rom the 1B program.
Many studemts—disproportionately
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 subjects. Criterion-reletenced

Students became
much more likely to

ask themselves,
“Why wouldn’t1 do
the full IB diploma?”

black and Latino students--were not
1aking high-track mathematics and
science classes in middle school and
therefore were not prepared for 1B
courses, Eliminating the fast vestiges of
tracking at the middle school yielded
higher achtevement scores and set the
stage for successtul reform at the high
school (Burris, Heubert, & Levin,
2006).

Building on this successful 9th grade
reformy, the high schools English and
social stidies teachers transformed the
10th grade English and social studies
currienlums inte pre-1B curricuiums for
heterogencous classes. In 10th grade
English classes, teachers used the B
“Commentary” (a detailed, caherent

literary irterpretation of a hrief passage).

Social studies teachers integrated the
beginnings of the IB “Historical Investi-
gation” {an annotated bibliography
based on a student-generated research

* question), Writing portfolios and indi-
" vidual conferences became essential

practices in English and social studies.

“Tenth grade English language arts

support classes helped struggling

*stucents with the content afl students
~were learning in English classes.

Beginning in the 2003 school year,

~almost all 10th graders were enrolled in
~ a heterageneausly grouped course in

advanced algebra, trigonometry, and
precateulus typically taught only to [1th
graders and accelerated 10th graders,
Beginning in September 2006, South
Side detracked i3 10th grade chemistry
clusses,

As the high schoo} detracked 9th and
10th grades, envollmem in 1 Ith and
12th grade 1B courses grew: Although
the class of 2004 had already benefited
from the earlier years of the detracking
veform, the additional push had a clear
payoft. Forty-five percent of students in
the ¢lass of 2008, the first class 1o study
a pre-10 curriculum in the 10th grade,
were 1B diploima candidates, compared
with 35 percent in 2004, Only 13
petcent of the schools 2004 black or
Latino graduates were IB diploma candi-
dates; this number nearly tripled to 38
percent Jor the class of 2006, And
although not all students were willing o
cornnit to the full 1B program, by 2006,
more than 70 percent were taking 1B
English and 1B mathematics.

Encouraging Diversity

Detracking and open enroliment are not
enough te create 1B classes tha reflect a
schools socioeconomic and ethnic
diversity. Cultural and Institutional
barriers can discourage minority
stidents from taking high-level ctasscs
(T ucas, 1999; Yonezaws, Wells, &
Serna, 2002). South Side High Schools
initial experiences with choice




~ confinmed these findings; if South Side’s
1B classes were to represent the diversity

 of the school, its educatars had more
work to do.

First, school leaders provided a safety
net 1o encourage more students to take
the risk of signing up for the rigorous 1B
classes, Students in 1B classes who found

. the work too difficult could transfer to
the Jess demanding Regents class any
time during the year. Students who
initially struggled knew that they had
time to seck support and redouble their
effort before deciding to leave the class.
1 students did leave the 1B class, their

~ grade was weighted by a factor of 1.1;
the 1B English grade of 70 would
become a Regents English grade of 77.
Students knew that their extra efforts in
the IB classes would not go to waste if
they transferred to Regents, and, in the
end, few students chose to transfer.

Second, edtucators appealed (o
studlerts” tnterests and strengths to bring
undenrepresented students into the 1B
progrant. When Latino students enrolled
in 1B Spanish, counselors encouraged
them 1o 1ake additional 1B courses,
‘When ari teachers realized that many
talented black students had not taken
the prerequisite courses for IB Art, the
department relaxed the prerequisite
requirements. As the arls programs grew,
students developed different pathways to
the 1B diplama, evenually ensolling in
1B English, mathermatics, history, and
science 10 meet the diploma requirements,

As more students enrolled, the prin-
cipal began to teview class rosters during
the summer to make sure that all classes
included studems with varying levels of
prior achievement. Also, responding to
minority stidents’ discomfort at being
the only black or Lativo student in a
class, administrators ensured that each
class had mulliple minority students.
Thereafter, more minority students
stayed in 1B classes.

Finally, the [B coordinator began
holding a 45-minute work session with

every 10th grader. By waorking with the
IB coordinator, many 10th graders real-
ized that they could fulfill the 1B
diploma requiremenis simply by
enralling in the logical sequence of
courses that they would have aken
anyway. Students becarne much more
likely 1o ask themselves, “Why wouldn't 1
do the full diploma?”

A Focus on Instruction
As students with lower prior achieve-
ment joined the classes, teachers worried
that IB scores would go down.
Expressing this concern, an 1B physics
teacher asked the principal early in the
reform whether it would be beiter to
teach so that high achievers could get 6s
and 7s on the 18 exam (7 is the
maximum score) or so that ali students
could get 4s. Upon thinking about it, the
principal encouraged the teacher to keep
standards high, and they began thoughut-
fully discussing strategics to meet all
students’ needs, a discussion that soon
expanded to include the entire faculty.
Teacher duties changed, giving
teachers more time to focus on instruc-

tional responsibilities. Fewer teachers
wete asslgned such dutles as ollowing
up on absent students to ensure that
they weren't cunting class. Instead, more
teachers were given resource duty so that
they could provide extra help to
students during the day.

The IB coordinator scheduled regular
1B teacher meetings during which
teachers shared strategies to use in their
classronms, such as breaking tong-term
assigranents into component parts. The
1B 1eachers also worked wgether to coor-
dinate assipnment deadtines, which
enabled students to better manage their
warkloads, Materiats changed, too—
now loctising on depth over breadth,
For cxample, insiead of requiring
stiedents te read numerous supplemen-
tary texts in their entirety for 1B History,
teachers identified and assigned the
most crucial excerpts from the texts.
The seaffolding materials and rubrics
that teachers created helped students
produce high-quality work.

To help teachers implement instrue-
tional changes, two teachers and the
principal spent time dunng sunumer
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-:Desplte dramatlc Increases m the number

| 'of students takmg these courses,

- mean IB scores have remained stable.

2005 developing a 20-hour course in

; S differentiating instruction. ln 2005-06,
-4 all faculty members were trained in

. these skifls in small groups that met

e ) after school. In 2006-07, teachers again

“worked in groups of two to four 1o
develop differentiated lessons and teach

~ classes using new techniques as their
collcagues watched and later critiqued.

. Student Achievement

Figure 1 shows that, despite dramatic

increases in the number of students

taking these courses, mean 1B scores
~have remained stable and similar (o the

mean scores around the world. But did
" including lower achievers hold the high
achievers back?
© We examined the 1B English and 1B

* Math Studies scores of South Side
© students with the highest scores on the
verbal and mathematics sectlons of the
PSAT. Remarkably, these students’ mean
seores on the IB exam increased as the
classes became more heterogeneous,
The average B English score for the 1op
20 percent increased from 5.17 10 5.43,
while the average score for the top 10
percent increased from 5.44 1o 5.92.
Likewise, the average 1B Math Studies
score for the top 20 percent increased
from 4.96 10 5.50, and for the top 10
petcertt, from 5.00 10 6.33. World mean
scores were stable during this time,
indlicating that the difficulty level of the
1B tests did not change,

Do IB Classes Matter?

Perhaps the most important question is
whether rigorous 1B courses increase
sludanls‘ success in CO”Egﬁ‘. To answer
that question, we couducted a tete-
photie survey of the class of 2002, a
group of students who began graduating
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with their college degrees in May 2006,
This class was also the first in which all
students took accelerated mathematics
and in which more than 40 percent of
the class took at least one IB course. Of
the 86 percent who were contacted, 90
percent of students who took 1B English
and 1B math graduated from college in
four years, compared with 34 percent of
those who did not take either course.

Buit if the students taking 1B courses
were higher achievers, might their
higher college-completton rate be due to
their aptitude, rather than the prepara-
tion they recetved in IB classes? To
determine whether this was the case, we
created two groups of graduates with
malching PSAT scores. The 25 graduates
in one group took IB classes, and those
in the other group did not. Among these
gradhates, taking 1B English and 1B
math was strongly asseciated with
completing college In four years: 88
percent of the students who took B,
English and mathematics graduated
college in [our years, while only 32
percetty of those who did rake either 1B
course finished in four years, Although
other factors, such as student motiva-
tion, could contribute to this gap, the
results are dramatic,

Achieving the Goal
T 2005, governors from across the United
State met at the National Education

Summit on High Schools. Their

concluding report, An Action Agenda for
Improving America’s High Schools, states that
“all students need to learn the rigorous
content usually reserved for college-
bound students, particudarly in math
and English” (Conklin & Curran, 2003,
p. 11). South Side High Schools success
demonstrates the feasibility of this goal,

South Side’s underlying strategies—

" heterogeneous prouping, accelerated

curriculum, support for teachers and
struggling leamers, and high expecta-
tions for all students—are likely to
benefit students in any schools that offer
rigorous classes to prepare students for
college. All students deserve to study
the best curriculum available, and all
students can sticceed with the proper
teaching and suppor. &8
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