A Test
Worth Teaching To

The IBs Course Guides and Exams
Matke a Good Marriage

By Robert Rothman

t a time when teachers in America are concerned thar

an excessive focus on tests chrearens to drive out ef-

ectve teaching and learning, the Internarional Bac-
calaureate offers a counterweight: a program where examina-
tions encourage high levels of instruction and achievement.

Many people have heard of the IB, but what is it? The In-
ternational Baccalaureate is a prestigious program developed
in 1968 to accommodate the needs of mobile foreign diplo-
mats. As these diplomats moved from post to post, they
wanted their children to have access to a school program
that would be consistent across locations and that, impor-
tantly, would prepare their children to pass the rigorous uni-
versity entrance examinations back home.

In the last decade, the IB has grown rapidly in the Unired
States; currently, some 400 high schools in this country offer
the program. Some of the growth occurred during the
19805, when schools in the post-Nation at Risk period
sought o add rigor to the high school curriculum. More re-
cently, the program has grown because educators see it as
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consistent with the standards movement’s emphasis on chal-
lenging cxpectations for studenr performance.

Even though it remains a specialized program, it offers a
number of lessons to educators and public officials who are
implementing standards-based reforms in an effore 1o raise
the level of rigor for all students. With its challenging exter-
nal examinations, its well-planned course guides tied to
those exams, and its extensive training for teachers, the [B
represents a good example of an effecrive, instructionally
sound, exam-based system.

A close look ar the 1B provides some insight into issues
that reformers throughour the United Srares are con-
fronting. The IB shows ways to use exams in the dassroom
to model and encourage effective instruction. With detailed
course syllabi thar allow teachers to choose which ropics 1w
cover and carefully aligned exams thar allow students o
choose which questions to answer, it suggests one way to
design courses thar strike a balance between breadth and
depth and berween knowledge of facts and the ability o
understand conceprs. It shows how teachers can use their
judgment within a common framework to craft a course of
study that will cover the necessary content while leaving
room for engaging lessons. Above all, it shows thar, despire
fears among teachers that exrernal mandates can safle cheir
practice, external exams and a common curriculum can
strengthen teaching and improve instruction throughout a
school.






