
The International Baccalaureate (IB) program is an advanced 

course of study that spans four high school years: a pre-IB 

program in ninth and tenth grades and an IB Diploma Program 

(IBDP) in eleventh and twelfth grades. Research finds that 

participation can boost high school graduation rates for students 

from low-income families, along with a host of other positive 

outcomes.1 Additionally, IB graduates report the program 

prepares them well for postsecondary studies, most notably 

developing time-management and critical-thinking skills.2 The IB 

program also offers a career-related program for eleventh and 

twelfth graders.

The IBDP is a comprehensive curriculum that includes six subject 

groups, a study of theories of knowledge, and high-level 

essay writing, including a 4,000-word independent research 

paper. Students are required to participate in the “Creativity, 

Activity, Service” course each year that includes non-assessed 

experiences in the arts, physical activity, and community service.3 

The IB programs were founded to provide an international option 

for the children of diplomats. They currently are used in 4,655 

schools around the world. In the United States, 1,800 schools offer 

at least one of the four IB programs,4 and 60 percent of those 

schools are designated as Title I.5 

IB’s Impact in Chicago Public Schools
In the United States, the IB program has been associated with 

mostly white, affluent suburban students. But in 1997, Chicago 

Public Schools (CPS) introduced the IBDP in thirteen struggling 

high schools in some of the city’s most deprived areas. These 

programs comprised only one or two classrooms; they were not 

whole-school interventions. Participation in the programs also was 

restricted to students whose seventh-grade test scores were at or 

above the 50th percentile and was not open to all students.

A 2014 RAND analysis examines the student demographic and 

academic data of 20,422 students who attended the thirteen 

CPS high schools between 2002 and 2008. The analysis examines 

students’ IB enrollment status, ACT scores, high school graduation 

status, and college enrollment rates. The analysis finds that 

participation in the IB program positively impacted all of these 

measures and improved participants’ high school graduation 

rates by 17 percent over those of similar students who were not in 

the IB program. The program also was cost effective for CPS since 

the district allocated existing professional development dollars for 

extensive teacher training required by the IB program.6 

In 2012, the Chicago Consortium on Chicago School Research 

(the Consortium) published an examination of the college-level 

outcomes of the IB students who graduated between 2003 and 

2009. This analysis matches the IB cohort of 2,589 students with 

13,598 demographically and academically similar students who 

would have been eligible for the program had it been available 

to them. IB students in Chicago were 75 percent African 

American or Latino and “predominantly first-generation college 

students.”7 The Consortium finds that students who completed 

all four years of the IB program were 40 percent more likely to 

attend a four-year college, 50 percent more likely to attend a 

selective four-year college,8 and significantly more likely to persist 

in college than their matched peers outside the program. The 

program influenced not only students’ academic success but 

also their self-regard and confidence. In-depth interviews showed 

a strong academic orientation and high sense of self-efficacy 

among graduates of the IB program. There were no negative 

results for the students involved, even for those who began the 

program in ninth grade but did not complete all four years of the 

program.9 

These findings persuaded CPS to expand the IB program 

significantly,10 and it now includes kindergarten, elementary 

school, and middle school grades.11 In contrast to the classroom 

model that the Consortium studied, the new programs are wall-

to-wall IB neighborhood schools with admissions criteria only for 

those students applying for entrance into the eleventh-grade 

IBDP from within their school or from a different school. In one of 

Chicago’s largest high schools, all ninth and tenth graders are in 

the IB’s Middle Years Program (IB’s five-year program for students 

ages eleven to sixteen years).12 Then in eleventh grade, these 

students choose between the academic IBDP or IB’s Career-

related Program, which includes a variety of course options 

from digital media to web design.13 Benefits for students from 

low-income families of the open-enrollment model and career-

related IB programs have not yet been subjected to rigorous 

research, however. For more information about the IB program, 
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view the Alliance for Excellent Education’s webinar “How the 

International Baccalaureate’s Diploma Program Supports 

Underserved High School Students” at https://all4ed.org/webinar-

event/nov-29-2016/.

Guiding Questions 
•	 Are district leaders willing to deploy per-teacher professional 

development dollars to support the IB program’s content-

focused training? If so, is there a gap between the available 

funding and the cost of IB’s training?

•	 What are the implementation costs of becoming an IB-

authorized school? 

•	 Does the IB program have a local champion, such as a high-

profile philanthropy or mayor, who can sustain this effort over 

time?
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