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international Baccalaureate in action in shaker’s k-4 schools  

By Jennifer Proe

How do fourth-graders feel about ice cream, 
homework, and recess? 
 It’s no surprise that in a recent poll, most 
of them voted in favor of ice cream and re-
cess, and against homework. That is, until 
they found out that the real issues involved 
garlic-flavored ice cream, shorter recess 
time, and abolishing homework. 
 This mini-civics lesson about informed 
voting was the starting point of an Inter-
national Baccalaureate (IB) lesson plan de-
signed by the fourth grade teachers at Lo-
mond Elementary School last spring. 
 Over the course of several weeks, the 
civics lesson grew into a math lesson as the 
students graphed and compared how their 
responses looked before and after they re-
ceived all the information on the issues. It 
then morphed into a social studies lesson, 
as students learned how different coun-
tries around the world govern themselves 
– as democracies, monarchies, and dictator-
ships. The unit culminated with a language 
arts lesson, when the students wrote and de-
bated their own bills to advocate for changes 
in their world. 
 Says Lomond teacher Jill DiPiero, “At the 
end of the unit, we were so impressed with 
how well our students could explain the 
branches of government, the separation of 
powers, and how to create legislation. How-
ever, we still had to veto some of their bills.” 
 With Shaker’s K-4 schools now fully im-
mersed in the International Baccalaureate 
program, two things have become abun-
dantly clear: 

Top: without instructions, Fernway students 
figured out how to assemble electrical circuits. 
Onaway third graders drew Shaker’s varied 
housing styles for their study of architecture. 

Beyond
“Food, Flags, and Festivals”
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1: The IB culture goes way beyond “food, 
flags, and festivals.”

2: The IB approach to learning actively engag-
es students of all abilities, at every K-4 school.

 By now, Shaker faculty, staff, students, and 
parents can tick off the 10 IB learner attri-
butes on their fingers with ease: Inquirer, 
Knowledgeable, Thinker, Communicator, 
Principled, Open-minded, Caring, Risk-taker, 
Balanced, and Reflective. They are accus-
tomed to using the language as part of their 
daily conversations at school and at home. 
(“Jared, you were a risk-taker when you tried 
those peas at dinner last night.”) And yes, the 
international flags and clocks from far-flung 
time zones are a familiar part of the landscape 
at every school. 
 But what has really changed because of IB? 
Dr. Bernice Stokes, assistant superintendent 
and director of elementary curriculum, puts 
it this way: “It’s not a change in what we are 
teaching. It’s a change in the way we are teach-
ing and how students are learning. We still 
cover all the state content standards and teach 
all the traditional subjects – and that of course 
includes American history and government. 
What IB provides is a cultural atmosphere for 
active learning, which results in a high level of 
engagement for all of our students.”
 Superintendent Mark Freeman praises the 
District staff for having made the transition 
to IB in a way that is practically seamless to 
students and parents. “The strength of the IB 
program is that about 90-95 percent of the 

Sharing the planet is a major theme of Inter-
national Baccalaureate. Boulevard students 
collected and analyzed water samples at the 
nature center at shaker lakes.
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work is done by our teachers through 
professional development, which in-
cludes collaborating to develop the IB 
lesson plans. The part that our students 
and parents see – the signage, the inter-
national flags and clocks – is only about 
five percent of what the program is re-
ally about,” he says. “IB has provided an 
excellent framework to provide consis-
tency from classroom to classroom, and 
for teachers to work together as a team 
to further refine their instruction.”
 At the elementary grade level, the IB 
program stresses four main components: 
student-initiated learning, hands-on ac-
tivities, global awareness, and taking ac-
tion through community service. A stroll 
through any one of Shaker’s K-4 schools 
provides ample evidence that Shaker stu-
dents have fully embraced the IB philos-
ophy and are taking ownership of their 
learning.  

Student Inquiry

Mercer teacher and parent Laurie 
Schlein is an enthusiastic proponent of 
the program, noting that IB has opened 
up the children to a teaching philosophy 

The international Baccalaureate journey

The Shaker Heights City School District is poised to become the first 
in the Cleveland area, and one of only a handful in the state of Ohio, 
to offer International Baccalaureate programming at all grade levels. 
In doing so, Shaker joins a cadre of schools around the world that 
have embraced the program’s global focus and emphasis on hands-
on learning. And it is already proving to be a key reason prospective 
residents choose shaker.
 The journey to adopt International Baccalaureate programming for 
grades K-12 began six years ago, when the District introduced a Man-
darin language program at the elementary level, thus meeting the 
second world language requirement for IB World School certification. 
This opened the door to considering IB for all grade levels.
 After examining the benefits and drawbacks to pursuing IB cer-
tification, members of the Shaker Heights Board of Education and 
Administration enthusiastically endorsed the program as an excellent 
fit with the District’s mission to “nurture, educate, and graduate stu-
dents who are civic-minded and prepared to make ethical decisions; 
who are confident, competent communicators, skillful in problem 
solving, capable of creative thinking; who have a career motivation 
and a knowledge of our global and multicultural society.”
 Earning certification as an International Baccalaureate World 
School is a rigorous multi-year process, involving curriculum develop-
ment, staff training, and site visits by external authorization teams. 
Shaker embarked on the authorization process in the 2008-09 school 
year with intensive training for staff members. 
 By design, the program was rolled out to both ends of the grade 
spectrum first: the Primary Years Programme, for students in grades 
K-4, and the Diploma Programme, an elective course of study for 
students in grades 11 and 12. The Diploma Programme is highly 
regarded by selective colleges and universities throughout the world. 
(In a bow to its European origins, IB uses the British spelling of “Pro-
gramme.”)
 The High School achieved International Baccalaureate World 
School status in 2010, and graduated its first cohort of 25 IB Di-
ploma candidates in June this year. All five of the K-4 schools have 
adopted the IB principles and have been putting them into practice 
since 2010. Boulevard, Lomond, and Mercer received the IB World 
School designation this year, with Fernway and Onaway well on their 
way to authorization. 
 Last spring, the District initiated the authorization process for the 
Middle Years Programme, which will benefit all students in grades 
5-10. The authorization process typically takes two to three years to 
complete, during which time schools are expected to put the frame-
work into place and begin implementing the IB principles and prac-
tices.  

Opposite page: Inspired by IB’s emphasis 
on community service, Lomond students 
initiated a visit to perform at an assisted 
living facility. Top: Mercer students be-
came environmental activists when they 
caught their teacher drinking coffee from 
a Sytrofoam cup.
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that allows them to excel individually and 
in group settings, and to find different 
ways of problem solving. “IB has also had 
a positive effect on my teaching. And I en-
joy the fact that the children’s questions 
drive each unit,” she says.
 A prime example of student-initiated 
learning popped up in Neal Robinson’s 
second-grade classroom at Mercer last 
spring, during an IB unit called “Sharing 
the Planet.” Says Robinson, “One of my 
students selected a book to read aloud to 
the class about recycling, and the students 
were saddened to learn that most of the 
Styrofoam we use ends up in the landfill. 
At that exact moment, they noticed that I 
was drinking my coffee from a Styrofoam 
cup.” 
 Robinson’s students immediately re-
quested that he switch to a reusable mug, 
which he agreed to do. They were not 
satisfied with this small victory. On their 
own initiative, the students started a let-
ter-writing campaign to persuade all of 
the teachers to switch to reusable mugs. 
They then wrote letters to the District’s 
food service provider, the principal, and 
even the Mayor, to request a ban on the 

use of Styrofoam throughout the commu-
nity. (Unfortunately, very few recyclers 
will accept Styrofoam, so it is not cur-
rently included in the City’s and Schools’ 
recycling programs.)
 The students had mixed success; many 
of the teachers switched to reusable mugs, 
but the food service provider was unable 
to eliminate Styrofoam serving trays due 
to the high cost of alternative products. 
Robinson says, “The students learned a 
valuable life lesson: that they could be-
come agents of change. The existing cur-
riculum takes on a whole new depth and 
comes to life when it is driven by the stu-
dents’ interests.” 

Active Learning

On any given day, students in every school 
are engaged in hands-on activities that 
bring relevance (and fun) to the lesson at 
hand. Fernway students literally watched 
the light bulb go on when they assembled 
their own electric circuits using a bag of 
parts, without benefit of written instruc-
tions.
 Boulevard fourth graders collected wa-
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Longo.
 Lomond fourth-graders decided to 
take action in their own community by 
sharing their singing and recorder talents 
with the residents of the Woodlands of 
Shaker, an assisted living facility near the 
Shaker Heights Public Library. Says Cyn-
thia Steiner, “It was a hot day, and a long 
walk, but the audience really enjoyed it. 
The students took responsibility for de-
ciding what they should wear and what to 
perform. When the kids noticed that the 
residents were smiling and singing along 
with them, they asked to go back and do it 
again.”

Enrichment for Every Student

Some faculty members initially had doubts 
about whether the program was the right 
fit for all students. Onaway principal Amy 
Davis was teaching at the Middle School 
when the concept of IB was introduced. 
“I will be the first to admit, I was a skeptic 
about IB. I was concerned it would not 
benefit all of our students, particularly our 
struggling students,” she recalls.
 Now fully immersed in the program, 
Davis has become a believer. “What you 
see when you walk into any classroom is 
this deep thinking on a particular topic. 
It starts with the individual, and then 
moves out to include a wide variety of 
viewpoints. The inquiry methodology re-
ally does work for all students, because of 
their natural curiosity,” she says.
 Mercer Principal Lindsay Florence 
adds that learning in this conceptual man-
ner allows students to make connections 
with the real world and to the other in-
formation they have learned. He believes 
students are benefiting greatly from the 
teachers’ extensive collaborative instruc-
tional planning time. 
 Christopher Hayward, principal at 
Fernway, sees a strong connection be-
tween engagement and achievement. “IB 
really helps the curriculum come to life, 
which is good for all of our students and 
especially important for those who are 
struggling. They are seeing more purpose 
in their learning. From my experience as 
a teacher and a principal, the higher the 
level of engagement, the better chance we 
have of academic success,” he says.  

ter samples at the Nature Center at Shak-
er Lakes, which they later analyzed using 
high-powered microscopes at the Nature 
Center laboratory. 
 Lomond first graders built their own 
instruments out of recycled materials, 
then paraded around the school with 
them as they sang a “reduce, re-use, re-
cycle” song they learned from music 
teacher Cynthia Steiner. 
 As part of an IB unit called “How We 
Express Ourselves,” Onaway third grad-
ers built three-dimensional architectural 
structures modeled on local landmark 
buildings. To prepare themselves for 
the task, the students spent many weeks 
gathering information from books, guest 
speakers, and field trips, including a visit 
via public transportation to Lakeview 
Cemetery to identify key architectural el-
ements and various styles. 
 Mary Neagoy, whose son Russell Mar-
key was an Onaway third grader last year, 
observes that “extending activities out 
into the community is a natural fit for 
the IB program,” one that leaves a lasting 
impression with students. “Last fall, the 
students visited Shaker LaunchHouse to 
demonstrate the inventions they had cre-
ated to solve a problem in their lives, and 
got feedback from real-life entrepreneurs. 
We heard a lot about that at home,” she 
recalls. (In case you’re wondering, Russell 
invented a water bottle that does not leak 
– a must-have item for every home.)

Global Awareness

There would be no International Bac-
calaureate program in Shaker without 
the District-wide Mandarin language 
program, which features native-speaking 
guest teachers from the People’s Repub-
lic of China. Offering a second world 
language to students is a requirement to 
become certified as an IB World School.
 Says Mark Freeman, “We are very for-
tunate that we were able to establish our 
Mandarin program with the help of the 
College Board and the Chinese govern-
ment. It offers our students a unique op-
portunity to study not only another lan-
guage, but a different culture as well.” 
 Global awareness in the IB curriculum 
goes far beyond the Mandarin program to 

include the study of countries throughout 
the world and the need to share the plan-
et’s resources with them. To help her stu-
dents understand this concept, Fernway 
teacher Lena Paskewitz had them plot on 
a map where the top 10 producers of en-
ergy are in the world, and where the larg-
est reserves are located for coal, oil, wind, 
solar, gas, and hydropower. 
 Teachers have been quick to tap into 
local gems like the Cleveland Museum of 
Art and the Western Reserve Historical 
Society to help extend lesson plans into 
the world beyond the classroom. Boule-
vard students participated in a CMA pro-
gram called “Art To Go,” where a curator 
brought a suitcase of masks from other 
cultures for them to examine (using white 
gloves, of course.) 
 A visit to the Western Reserve Histori-
cal Society provided students with an op-
portunity to assume the identity of immi-
grants from other countries by donning 
native garb from their collection. Says 
Onaway parent Anne Cole, “Role playing 
is not an activity my son would normally 
enjoy, but the experience really drew him 
in. He came home talking about it in a 
very animated way, which is unusual for 
him.”   
 A host of Shaker parents and residents 
have also been invited into the classroom 
to share their real world experiences as 
they relate to the IB lesson plans. The 
talent pool has included a City Council 
member, a Cleveland State University 
engineer, a geologist, a nuclear physicist, 
a financial analyst, a high school science 
teacher, and an entrepreneur – to name 
only a few. 

Taking Action 

Global awareness easily lends itself to an-
other key component of the IB curricu-
lum, taking action through community 
service. Boulevard students opted to re-
place their annual Fun Run with an event 
called the Dash 2 Help Others, a fitness 
challenge to raise funds for clean drinking 
water in Africa. 
 “This was an entirely student-led ini-
tiative, and a great example of how stu-
dents can participate in solving a global 
crisis,” says Boulevard principal Colleen 


