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Abstract
　　This paper explores how localisation of educational innovations occurs by examining 
the adoption and implementation of the International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme 
(IBDP) in local school contexts. The literature on the delivery of the three IB programmes 
(the Primary Years Programme, the Middle Years Programme and the Diploma 
Programme) suggests that school leaders would modify them in terms of educational 
content and curriculum delivery even though the IB organisation (IBO) provides schools 
with the same curriculum frameworks of international education. The findings of the 
research on the IBDP schools in New Zealand conducted by the author corroborated the 
literature. The study indicates that there were significant organisational variations among 
IBDP schools with regards to the modification of curriculum delivery structures. Four 
types of IBDP schools identified in the research were dual-pathway , modified dual-
pathway , add-on  and IB-only  schools. These distinctions in school types seem to be linked 
closely to how school leaders value, re-define and/or recontextualise the programme in 
terms of purpose and student selection, which may be illuminating the culture of each 
school community. 
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1. Introduction

　　 Rogers (2003) observed that ‘re-inventionʼ (p. 180) of innovations often occurred in 
many organisations, where innovations were changed or modified by users in the process 
of their adoption and implementation. He found that many adopters were not just passive 
acceptors but also active modifiers of new ideas and practices (Rogers, 2003). In 
education, for example, Wollons (2000) demonstrated how differently the German concept 
of ‘Kindergartenʼ was adopted and transformed in countries such as the USA, Japan and 
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Turkey during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Her study illustrated how new 
educational practices adopted from elsewhere were influenced by the culture to which the 
adopters belonged in the process of localisation, or what she called ‘recontextualisationʼ 
(Wollons, 2000, p. 3).
　　 In the context of the adoption of the International Baccalaureate (IB) programmes, 
the IB organisation (IBO) provides all IB affiliated schools with the same curriculum 
frameworks and asks schools to go through the same authorisation requirements so that it 
can ensure that the schools maintain the same standard of international education 
(Cambridge, 2002). However, it is not assumed automatically that all schools run the 
programmes in the way that the IBO originally intended. This is because the IBO allows 
schools flexibility in customising educational content within the provided frameworks, and 
in developing their own organisational structure to deliver the programmes. Previous 
studies suggest that each IB school indeed has a unique educational content and 
organisational structure to deliver the programmes (e.g., Kauffman, 2005). As the IB 
website states, while the organisation forms a worldwide community of IB schools that 
shares the same philosophy of internationalism, ‘there is no such thing as a “typical” IB 
World Schoolʼ (IBO, 2008a, para. 7). 

2. Variation in curriculum content

　　 In terms of content, educational changes often occur around decisions about what 
subjects are to be taught, what learning materials are to be used, what order the content 
should be presented in, and what teaching approaches are to be used (Fullan & Pomfret, 
1977). In the case of the IB programmes, these issues are discussed and decided by 
individual schools and teachers within the frameworks of international education. For 
example, it is each schoolʼ s decision as to what specific IB diploma courses to offer 
students as long as they maintain the breadth and the balance stipulated by the IBO. This 
situation generates individual differences between IBDP schools. The IBO also allows 
individual schools and teachers to choose their preferred teaching methodologies, which 
provides additional diversity between IBDP schools. In the effort to categorise the range 
of schools that offer international education, including various IB schools, Hill (2006b) 
pointed out that the quality of the international education programme, or studentsʼ 
exposure to intercultural understanding, may be influenced by the type of school (e.g., 
national or international), how diverse the student body is (e.g., culturally homogeneous or 
culturally diverse), and the commitment towards international education.  



15

Localisation of Educational Innovations

3. Variation in curriculum delivery structures

3.1 Inclusive or selective?
　　 Educational changes in organisational structure in schools revolve mainly around 
alterations in formal arrangements of curriculum delivery, such as the ways of grouping 
students, scheduling arrangements, and creating new management positions (Fullan & 
Pomfret, 1977). One of the issues that has been debated in the IB literature is how the IB 
programmes should be delivered in terms of whether the programmes should be offered to 
a limited number of students (selective school-within-a-school model) or to all students in 
a school (inclusive whole-school model) (IBO, 2008b). This distinction is important because 
how schools locate the IB programmes in the school organisation seems to be linked 
closely to the purpose of the implementations and to whom the programmes are taught. 
　　 For instance, the inclusive whole-school model is seen often in many international 
schools and some national schools where all students study together under the IB 
curriculum frameworks. United World Colleges, for example, offer the IBDP to all of 
their students. There are no prerequisites for studying the DP because the purpose of 
using the programme is to unite a diverse cross-section of students from different cultural 
and social backgrounds through the education they offer (United World Colleges, 2010). 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that this model is also seen in many schools that adopted the 
IB Primary Years Programme and/or the Middle Years Programme. This is because the 
IBO does not consider these programmes to be a selective programme for a limited 
number of students, and they actively encourage schools to offer the programmes to all 
students (IBO, 2007a, 2007b). 
　　 In contrast, a selective school-within-a-school model is often used in schools 
subsidised by a government. For example, many of those schools (both public and private) 
use the IBDP as a ‘university preparation courseʼ; only university-bound students who 
meet certain criteria are allowed to enter the programme. In the context of the UK, Joslin 
(2006) reported that many IB schools required students to gain a grade of ‘Cʼ and above in 
the GCSE1 as a prerequisite for entry to the IBDP, with higher grades of GCSE being 
needed for the higher-level IB courses. A studentʼ s interest in the IBDP and their 
organisational skills may be seen as further factors in the decision to accept the student 
into the programme. This view seems to corroborate the IB policy-makersʼ claim that ‘the 
IB diploma is not restricted to an academic elite; there is an intellectual level below which 
it would be difficult to obtain the full diploma, but determined, average students with 
perseverance and good organisational skills can succeedʼ (Hill, 2006a, p. 15). 
　　In the context of the USA, Magee (2005) noted that some IB schools asked students 
to take prerequisite courses before entering into the IBDP, in addition to asking students 
to take an achievement and/or a placement test. These pre-IB courses were used to raise 
studentsʼ academic levels as well as ‘to facilitate integration of African American studentsʼ 
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(p. 22) into the IBDP. Some studies (Kyburg, 2006; Kyburg, Hertberg-Davis, & Callahan, 
2007; Mayer, 2006, 2008) have shown that with additional academic and social support 
mechanisms, deeply-held beliefs on the part of teachers about studentsʼ abilities and 
scaffolding, minority students from disadvantaged families could meet the numerous 
challenges of the IBDP and succeed without losing the academic rigour of the programme. 
　　 Another example of the selective school-within-a-school model is the use of an IB 
programmes as a ‘gifted and talented programmeʼ where a school allows only a small 
number of academically-able students who meet certain criteria to participate. In fact, it 
is said that the IBDP has been linked closely with gifted and talented programmes since 
its introduction to schools in the USA (Magee, 2005). Some advocates of gifted and 
talented programmes have claimed that there were commonalities between them and the IB 
programmes in terms of the content, teaching methodology, educational philosophy, and 
teaching practice (e.g., Carber & Reis, 2004; Connell, 2010; Hutchinson, 2004; Nugent & 
Karnes, 2002; Poelzer & Feldhusen, 1997). In the UK context, Joslin (2006) revealed in 
her research that some private schools viewed the IBDP as a screening mechanism to 
select high-achieving students. As one participant of her research put it, ‘the IB Diploma 
does discriminate the able from [the] very ableʼ (p. 97). This view seems to contrast with 
that of the IB policy-makers described above. Tookey (1999/2000) explained the benefit 
of implementing the IBDP for a small number of gifted students as follows:

IB students can experience the camaraderie of being challenged both academically and 
affectively with equally bright age-peers. While, for some students, early enrolment 
at a university can be a positive experience, the excitement of learning with an 
intellectual and social/emotional peer group is something that early college2 admission 
may not supply. On the other hand, if the student earns sufficiently high scores on his 
or her IB examinations at the end of secondary school, many highly selective U.S. 
universities will award the student sophomore standing and give the student advanced 
placement in upper level courses. Or the student can gain admission to major 
universities in other parts of the world as if he or she had attended the top secondary 
schools in that country. (Tookey, 1999/2000, ‘Conclusion: Practically Speakingʼ , 
para. 2)

　　The use of the IB programmes in the context of the school-within-a-school option is 
seen as a desirable feature by people who appreciate differentiated educational 
programmes for various reasons. Typically in the USA, a well-run school-within-a-school 
programme is considered to alleviate the problem of secondary schools becoming too large 
and not facilitating student learning (Good, 2004). At the same time, however, it is 
criticised by people who see such a programme ‘as being a proxy for the introduction of 
elitist selective educationʼ (IBO, 2008b, p. 6). Burris, Welner, Wiley, and Murphy (2007) 
questioned why ‘typicalʼ IB schools in the USA do not encourage all students to take the 
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IBDP. They argued that encouraging more students to take the programme would not 
force teachers to lower their standards if students have the right preparation and support. 
In fact, Kugler and Albright (2005) have reported on a successful educational experiment 
in Virginia, in which the school decided to offer the IBDP to as many minority students as 
possible, rejecting the school-within-a-school model that was used previously in the school 
in 1990s. They stated:

In the late 1990s, the school had already achieved greater minority enrolment in high-
level classes because of a change in policy - switching from the “gifted and talented” 
model that admitted students mainly on the basis of their performance on standardized 
tests to an “honours” approach that focused on students’ motivation and performance 
in class. In 1995, the Gifted and Talented English 9 class of 18 students included only 
one African American student; no Latino students had even applied. Today, more than 
100 students, proportionately representing the diverse student population, participate 
in the English 9 Honors program. (Kugler & Albright, 2005, pp. 43–44)

　　 However, it is not clear whether other schools agree with Burris et al.ʼ s (2007) 
proposal because the appeal of the IBDP to the schools that have adopted it may lie in its 
selective nature. Doherty (2009, p. 86) aptly observed the following in the context of the 
IBDP in Australia:

[The IB] is produced as both attractive and repellent: attractive in the ambitious 
sights it sets, and the promise of advantages to reap beyond graduation; repellent in 
the way it discourages certain types of students from choosing it, which in turn makes 
it a more attractive enclave to those it fits. It is clearly portrayed as an alternative 
for a particular type of student, so not everybody gets this choice. The students do 
not just choose the curriculum - the curriculum chooses the students. 

3.2 With or without a national curriculum?
　　 Another related issue concerning curriculum delivery structure that has been 
discussed often among leaders of IB schools is how the IB programmes should be linked to 
the national (or state) curriculum. Four different relationships were identified in the 
literature:

(1) Offering the IB as a replacement to a national curriculum
   (All students study only the IB.)
(2) Offering the IB alongside a national curriculum
   (Students choose the IB or a national curriculum.)
(3) Offering the IB in addition to a national curriculum
   (Students study both the IB and a national curriculum at the same time.)
(4) �Offering the IB such that the curriculum is integrated completely with a national 
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curriculum
    (All students study an integrated curriculum.)

　　In the context of Australian state schools, Hawkes (1992) compared students studying 
both the IBDP and a state curriculum with those studying only the IBDP. According to 
Hawkes, studying the IBDP and the state curriculum at the same time provides students 
with a safety net for changing their pathway in case they do not do well in the IBDP 
course. It also allows IBDP students to maintain a close association with their peers who 
do not study the IBDP in the school. Additionally, this method may, under certain 
circumstances, be cheaper for schools to run. In contrast, students studying the IBDP 
without a state curriculum would mean that the students can concentrate on the one course 
and ‘avoid what is sometimes seen as the excessive workload on those who have to study 
both coursesʼ (p. 33). An additional benefit to the school is that it may be seen as more 
philosophically committed to international education. 
　　Overall, the literature indicated that there are notable variations among IB schools in 
terms of educational content and curriculum delivery structures. Each IB school offered a 
unique form of the programme based on their respective contexts and capacities to 
implement it (e.g., Kauffman, 2005). The literature suggested that school leaders localised 
the IB programmes by redefining (or re-inventing) the meaning of them in line with their 
school policy, and modified curriculum delivery structures so that they could accommodate 
the needs of their students and school community. 

4. A New Zealand case study

　　In this section, the author reports the results of the research on how the IBDP was 
adopted into New Zealand (NZ) schools as an example of localisation of educational 
innovations.3 The emphasis is placed on how the IBDP fits within the NZ national 
curriculum framework, the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA). 

4.1 Method 
　　 In order to explore how NZ schools localised IB Diploma programme, the author 
contacted all nine IBDP schools and collected data with regards to how they delivered the 
programme in each school. This includes three schools that still had candidate status 
toward IB authorisation at the time of the data collection. The documents collected 
included school websites, promotional materials such as school prospectus and newsletters, 
handouts to parents, and curriculum documents written by teachers. These documents 
helped the author understand how each IBDP school tried to meet the various expectations 
set by the IBO. All information on the websites of all authorised and candidate IBDP 
schools was checked from time to time so that the author could deepen his understanding 
of how they run their schools in each local context. In addition, the documents published 
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by the NZ authorities that oversee each IBDP school, such as the NZ Ministry of 
Education and the Education Review Office (ERO)4 were also used. These included The  
New Zealand Curriculum (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2007), teacherʼ s guides, 
and inspection reports. These were necessary for the author to understand how authorised 
IBDP schools operated their organisations under the NZ education policies. Qualitative 
interviews with school leaders and teachers were also used in order to validate documents 
collected. 

4.2 The findings and discussions
　　 The findings corroborated Rogersʼ (2003) claim that ‘re-inventionʼ of innovations 
often occurs in many organisations, where new innovations are changed or modified by 
their users in the process of adoption and implementation. The findings are categorised 
into the themes that emerged from the data analysis, and related issues associated with 
the IBDP are discussed in each section. 

Characteristics of the IBDP schools in New Zealand
　　The findings confirmed that in New Zealand the IBDP was taught to students in their 
last two years of secondary education (Years 12 and 13) as intended by the IBO (2002a). 
No alteration in terms of the length of the programme was observed. Although the 
programme has been used traditionally for international schools in other parts of the 
world, it is now used by nationally-located private schools in New Zealand, which includes 
independent schools and state-integrated schools. The author found that at the time of the 
research all except one school offered the IBDP alongside NCEA. The school-inspection 
reports written by the NZ Education Review Office (ERO) indicated that a large majority 
of the students whose schools offered the IBDP alongside NCEA were domestic Pakeha5 
students; the numbers of Māori students, Pasifika students, immigrant students, and 
international students were very small. In other words, the student body of the IBDP 
schools was generally ‘culturally homogeneousʼ (Hill, 2006b, p.8). In addition, the 
interviews with school leaders revealed that most of their students were likely to stay in 
New Zealand for most of their lives. There was only one school that offered the IBDP 
without offering NCEA. This school was identified as an ‘IB-only schoolʼ to be described 
later. This particular school attracted a large number of international students from Asian 
countries, as well as domestic students. A significant number of the domestic students had 
parents who were immigrants from Asian countries. All IBDP schools in New Zealand 
have high decile ratings6 of either 9 or 10, which suggests that majority of IBDP students 
came from families with affluent socio-economic backgrounds. 

Structural alterations that occurred in the IBDP schools
　　 The research findings indicated that all IBDP schools followed the same IBO 
guidelines and went through the same authorisation process to become ‘IB world schoolsʼ, 
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as researchers in other countries have suggested (e.g., Spahn, 2001). Nevertheless, the 
author found significant variations in the way NZ schools deliver the IBDP in each school 
context. Based on the variations found in the study, four types of IBDP school were 
identified: dual-pathway , modified dual-pathway, add-on, and IB-only schools. 
　　 In the dual-pathway schools, students chose one of the two pathways, the IBDP or 
NCEA (Levels 2 and 3), when they entered Year 12 after studying NCEA Level 1 in Year 
11 together. In these schools, the system was often visualised as a ‘Y-diagramʼ: students 
study together in Year 11 (the bottom part of the ‘Yʼ shape) and branched into different 
directions in Years 12 and 13 (the upper parts of the ‘Yʼ shape). The system was also 
called a ‘dual-pathway programmeʼ by some IBDP schools. The research findings revealed 
that the school leaders of this type of school often emphasised that the IBDP and NCEA 
pathways had equal value to their schools, and tried to avoid creating the impression that 
they thought the IBDP was better than NCEA. The main purpose of offering the IBDP 
was to provide students with the choice of alternative curriculum pathways. 
　　In the modified dual-pathway schools, students chose the IBDP or NCEA, but studied 
together in mixed classes for some subjects, covering the curriculum requirements of both 
the IBDP and NCEA. Some of the foreign language courses, such as French, were taught 
in this way because school leaders and teachers perceived that there were many overlaps 
between the IBDP and NCEA French course in terms of the learning content (vocabulary, 
grammar, etc.), teaching methods (communicative approaches, etc.), and so on. This option 
was used mainly to reduce the schoolʼs staffing cost, especially in schools with small rolls. 
In this type of school, the qualification pathway may be called ‘dual-pathwayʼ, but actual 
subjects may not always be separated. Most dual-pathway schools seemed to have used this 
option when they first introduced the IBDP in their schools while the number of IBDP 
students as well as teaching staff was still small. 
　　 In the add-on school, all students took NCEA courses, but some studied the IBDP 
curriculum in addition to the NCEA, using after-school hours, break times, and/or holiday 
periods in order to cover the areas that they had not covered in the NCEA courses. This 
option was used to provide an academic challenge for motivated high-achieving students, 
especially for the very top students, the crème de la crème, in the school. Because the 
IBDP was offered as an extension programme for academically-able students, it was 
sometimes perceived within the school community as a programme for elite students. 
Because the burden that these students bore was very heavy, not many of them aimed at 
gaining the IBDP; most aimed only at gaining the certificate. This option was used mainly 
to provide an extra academic challenge for top students who want to enter elite overseas 
universities. 
　　 Lastly, in the IB-only school, all students study the IBDP as the only academic 
course of study. Although there are many schools in other areas of the world that offer 
IBDP without offering the national curriculum, only one school that takes such an option 
was identified in New Zealand. Obviously, this option was not wide-spread in New 
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Zealand. 
　　The author argues that the curriculum-delivery differences found in this research are 
important because how schools (re-)structure their curriculum pathways has different 
implications with regard to the meanings people in the school communities attached to the 
IBDP. The implications derived from these differences are discussed in the next sub-
sections. 

Criticism of the IBDP
　　 Hill (2006a) reported that the IBDP was perceived by some people as ‘a highly 
academic course for a small, elite group of university-bound global nomads in expensive, 
private international schoolsʼ (p. 15). Some scholars have criticised the IBDP, arguing 
that ‘the idealism that initially motivated the IB is being overtaken by the economic and 
social class interestsʼ (Lauder, 2007, p. 441), and that the IBO ‘has become a provider of 
global cultural capitalʼ (Bagnall, 1994, p. II), reproducing social advantage of certain types 
of students rather than promoting social justice (Whitehead, 2005). Although there are no 
international schools in New Zealand, the research findings of this study indeed confirmed 
that the IBDP has been offered in NZ only in a limited number of high-decile private 
schools with high academic performance. The findings suggested that only a limited 
number of parents were able to send their sons and daughters to one of the NZ schools 
that offered the IBDP. At present time, it is unlikely that the IBDP is having any 
significant impact on reducing the systemic underachievement of minority students, 
disabled students, or those from low socio-economic communities in NZ context. 
　　 However, the research findings also suggested that within the community of IB 
schools the IBDP was not necessarily considered an elite programme. In the UK context, 
Joslin (2006) revealed that some schools used the IBDP as a screening mechanism to 
select academically-able students. In New Zealand, however, what Joslin found may be 
valid only in the case of a small number of add-on schools, where schools asked students 
to take the IBDP in addition to NCEA courses. As stated previously, this option was used 
to provide an academic challenge for a limited number of high-achieving students. 
Therefore, within that school community the IBDP was perceived as a programme for 
elite students, giving those who have completed the course ‘a badge of honourʼ. In this 
sense, it seems appropriate to say that the IBDP was offered only to elite students in this 
curriculum-delivery structure. 
　　In general, the dual-pathway schools allowed ‘average to above-average studentsʼ to 
choose the IBDP pathway if they had achieved the minimum academic requirements. This 
corroborates the IB policy-makersʼ claim that ‘the IB diploma is not restricted to an 
academic elite; there is an intellectual level below which it would be difficult to obtain the 
full diploma, but determined, average students with perseverance and good organizational 
skills can succeedʼ (Hill, 2006a, p. 15). The main reason why these NZ schools used 
prerequisites and checked studentsʼ suitability for the IBDP before they took the pathway 
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was because they wanted to make sure that all students passed the IB examinations at the 
end of the two-year course, because failure could prevent them from entering university. 
This was not necessarily because they wanted to create an exclusive elite programme to 
benefit an ‘economic and social classʼ nor because they wanted to provide ‘global cultural 
capitalʼ as suggested by scholars in other countries (e.g., Bagnall, 1994; Lauder, 2007; 
Whitehead, 2005). 

Limitations of the IBDP on subject selection
　　In principle, the IBDP requires students to take six subjects (or courses) from each 
of the six subject groups (First language, Second language, Social science, Natural 
science, Mathematics, and Arts). The IBOʼ s intention is to ensure that students are 
exposed to a ‘broad rangeʼ of academic knowledge based on the philosophy of providing an 
all-round education. The literature claimed this characteristic as one of the salient 
features of the IBDP (e.g., IBO, 2002b; Pound, 2006). Comparing the IBDP with NCEA, 
however, the author found that the range of subjects available to IBDP students in New 
Zealand was reasonably broad, but rather limited in terms of the course options that 
students could choose from within each subject area. In fact, all dual-pathway schools 
offered a larger number of (and a wider range of) course options for students in the 
NCEA pathway. This included vocational courses for less-academic students such as 
Accounting, Tourism Studies and Agriculture, whereas only a limited combination of 
university preparation courses was available in the IBDP pathway. Furthermore, with its 
emphasis on the merits of providing an all-round education, the IBDP discouraged 
students from specialising in their studies. Some students needed to do so however in 
order to get into their preferred academic field such as medicine or the arts when they 
entered university. The findings from this study revealed that many school leaders 
considered this a limitation of the IBDP and used NCEA concurrently so as to offer their 
students more appropriate curriculum pathway that suits their abilities, interests, and 
career planning.

5. Conclusion

　　This paper explored localisation of innovations by examining how school leaders of IB 
schools modified the IBDP to fit their local contexts in the process of its adoption and 
implementation. The literature on the delivery of the IB programmes suggested that there 
were significant variations among the IB schools in terms of educational content and 
curriculum delivery structures. School leaders in IB schools seem to redefine (or re-
contextualise) the programme to meet the needs and desires of school communities. The 
findings of the research on the IBDP schools in New Zealand corroborated the literature 
and suggested that there were four types of IBDP schools reflecting their curriculum 
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delivery structures: They were dual-pathway , modified dual-pathway , add-on  and IB-only  
schools. These distinctions in school types are important because they seem to be linked 
closely to how school leaders value, re-define and/or recontextualise the IBDP programme 
in terms of purpose and student selection, which may be illuminating the culture of each 
school community.

Notes

(1) GCSE stands for the General Certificate of Secondary Education.
(2)  The term ‘collegeʼ refers to a post-secondary institution of higher learning in the US 

context. 
(3) Please see my thesis (Hara, 2011) for more details of the research study.
(4)  The ERO is a government department. It reviews schools and early childhood education 

services, and publishes national reports on current education practice (Education 
Review Office, 2010).

(5)  The Māori word for a non-indigenous New Zealander, specifically an English-speaking 
white person.

(6)  The decile rating is the indicator used to measure the extent to which schools draw 
pupils from low socio-economic communities. It is a 10% grouping with the scale of 1 
(lowest) to 10 (highest). For example, Decile 1 schools are the 10% of schools with the 
highest proportion of students from low socio-economic communities. Decile 10 schools 
are the 10% of schools with the lowest proportion of these students (New Zealand 
Ministry of Education, 2010).
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