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Record numbers to take International Baccalaureate rival to A-levels 

By Warwick Mansell and Graeme Paton 
Published: 10:00PM GMT 13 Mar 2009

The number of schools and colleges teaching the International Baccalaureate (IB) will rise to more than 300 by next year, which represents a nine-fold increase in just a decade and a near doubling of the current figure of 167. 

The figures will be taken as another signal that both state and independent schools are increasingly dissatisfied with the Government’s exam system. 

 It comes a week after Manchester Grammar School announced it would become the first in the country to opt out of GCSEs in almost all subjects because they were too easy. 

But several leading figures in the independent sector defended A-levels, insisted the number of student taking the IB and other alternative exams remain relatively small. 

The IB was originally developed in the 1960s for the children of diplomats in Geneva, then spread to be taught in international schools around the world. 

Its supporters say it offers a more rounded experience for sixth formers than A-levels, as students have to study maths, English, a language, science, a humanities subject and the arts, as well as completing an extended essay and doing community work. It is also said to be less vulnerable to Government control, since it is administered independently from Switzerland. 

Two years ago, Tony Blair pledged that every area of England would have a state school or college teaching the IB by 2010. 

The Government withdrew the promise of financial assistance last year, but figures suggest the target may still be achieved. 

The International Baccalaureate Organisation said 173 UK schools had officially registered their intention to start teaching the IB in the future, 95 of which are in the state sector. This is in addition to the 167 who are already doing so. 

The 2010 figure is likely to be four times the number that were offering it as recently as 2006 and a nine-fold rise compared with 2000. 

A tiny minority of schools fail to make it through the approval process once registered, meaning that the figure of 300 UK IB schools will be surpassed by 2010. 

Ian Andain, head of Broadgreeen International School, a state comprehensive in Liverpool, which has been offering the IB since 1992, said: “Schools are disenchanted with A-levels, there is no doubt about that.” 

He said that the remorseless rise in the proportion of pupils achieving top grades at A-level was undermining its credibility. The percentage of A grades at A-level has doubled since the early 1990s, while results in the IB have remained stable. 

But Barnaby Lenon, head of fee-paying Harrow School, said most were broadly happy with the A-level, and were not interested in offering other qualifications, such as the IB or Pre-U, which was launched by Cambridge University last year. 

He said: “All good schools have considered doing the IB and the Pre-U and the great majority have decided not to do them.” 

Christopher Ray, high master of Manchester Grammar, which started teaching the IB alongside A-levels last year, said: “The IB is right for a certain kind of student. It’s certainly not right for the student who wants to specialise.”
