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Abstract 

The International Baccalaureate (IB) is a series of educational programs for students 

aged 3 to 19 offered in schools around the world. Originally created for a transient 

population in need of a portable and recognized curriculum, it has evolved to become an 

alternative to local curricula in countries such as Australia, the United States, the United 

Kingdom and Canada. This manuscript dissertation includes four articles that examine 

perceptions of the IB in Canada and the implications these perceptions might have for the 

wider society (e.g., publicly funded education or real estate). The study was conducted in two 

parts: (i) online survey and semi-structured interviews to gain insight into how admissions 

personnel at Canadian universities view the IB in relation to other curricula; and (ii) corpus 

linguistics combined with aspects of critical discourse analysis to examine a 1.5 million word 

corpus of Canadian newspapers on how the IB is represented in the public domain. Results 

from both domains showed consistently positive views, suggesting that there exists a 

dominant (hegemonic) discourse surrounding the IB.  

Results also suggested that the positive view of the IB tends to create a negative view 

of things non-IB (programs, students, schools). Since one is constructed as “better”, there is 

an implied comparison that seems to go unnoticed. Using corpus-based critical discourse 

analysis, patterns of language use were analyzed to make visible values and assumptions that 

discursively construct the IB as superior. The linguistic patterns and strategies identified 

appear to bear a striking resemblance to discourses of discrimination and difference, such as 

(1) collectivization of people into a homogeneous group, (2) attribution of particular qualities 

or characteristics to the group as a whole, and (3) perpetuation of the stereotype through 

repetition, and eventually “common sense knowledge” which is taken for granted and more 
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assumed than stated explicitly. In the context of Canada’s publicly funded education system, 

where the IB has grown increasingly popular, this positive view is problematic as it privileges 

a select few while disadvantaging the rest (e.g., by preferred admission into universities), 

thereby creating a context of insiders and outsiders. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Founded in 1968, the International Baccalaureate® (IB) is a non-profit educational 
foundation offering four highly respected programmes of international education that 
develop the intellectual, personal, emotional and social skills needed to live, learn and work 
in a rapidly globalizing world. Schools must be authorized, by the IB organization, to offer 
any of the programmes... (IBO, 2017a) 

Overview of the International Baccalaureate 

The IB organization is headquartered in Geneva and has regional offices in The 

Hague (IB Africa/Europe/Middle East), Singapore (IB Asia-Pacific), the US, and Argentina 

(IB Americas). The IB is a series of educational programs for students aged 3 to 19 offered 

in schools around the world. According to the IB website, these programs have “unique 

academic rigour” and “aim to do more than other curricula” (IBO, 2017b). When it was 

originally created almost 50 years ago, it was a niche product for the children of diplomats 

who needed a portable and recognized curriculum to serve as their “academic passport” 

(Blackburn, 1991) as they moved from country to country. As “global nomads” (Langford, 

1998) with disparate credentials from different education systems, these students were often 

disadvantaged when seeking admission into universities of their choice, usually located in 

North America or Europe. In order to serve this transient diplomatic population, the IB was 

located in private international schools around the world. 

The picture of the IB today is very different. Instead of international private schools 

as its milieu, with the purpose of assisting students unable to access the educational benefits 

available to those who are settled at home, the IB has grown in popularity in publicly funded 

schools in Australia, the UK, the US and Canada, such that Canada and the US now have 

the highest number of IB schools in the world. As of March 10, 2017, the number of “IB 
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World Schools” is 4,655, offering 6,068 programs. By far the greatest number is in the 

Americas (60.9% of schools, 57% of programs) (IBO, 2017c). Such schools must be 

authorized by the IB organization, a process that “typically takes between two and three 

years” (IBO, 2017d). 

This growth of the IB is somewhat ironic, since one of the reasons the IB was 

originally created was to assist those who were unable to access North American schools. In 

the US, the use of public money to support a “foreign” enterprise has been subject to an 

attack from a conservative group called “Truth About IB (TAIB)”,1 who see the IB as anti-

American and a covert way to promote UN values and agenda. While many of these views 

seem a bit extreme, the opposition grew strong enough to force the IB organization into 

issuing explicit statements disavowing any connection to the UN (IBO, 2014a, 2014b). What 

is notable about this is that TAIB has no issue with the IB in private schools, but objects to 

public money being used to support programs it does not agree with. There appears to be no 

such objection to the growth of the IB in Canadian public schools, where there seems to be 

near unanimous praise for IB programs, with universities privileging students with IB 

qualifications by offering them preferred admission, special scholarships and transfer credits 

to reduce their degree requirements and financial burdens. Given the extent of public money 

being diverted to the IB instead of provincial programs, then, it is surprising that there is 

little research on the growth of the IB in Canada. One of the aims of the present study is to 

begin to address this gap in the hope that it will serve as a basis for further discussion on this 

important but seemingly neglected topic. 

                                                 
1 http://www.truthaboutib.com/ 
2 A recent article on the BBC news website (August 2, 2017) referred to Canada as an “education superpower” 
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Positioning the researcher 

I became interested in the IB as a result of my participation in an international 

development project on curricular reform at a local school in Tanzania. The aim of the 

project was to implement IB programs alongside the Tanzanian national curriculum so as to 

provide educational opportunities that the administration perceived to be lacking at this 

school, which happened to be marking its centenary the year I was there. What little 

knowledge I had about the IB prior to this experience I had obtained from the IB 

organization’s website, which explained in great detail all the admirable qualities and benefits 

for students enrolling in IB programs and the virtuous cycle this perpetuates in terms of 

ultimately benefitting entire nations. I was therefore unprepared for the conflicts that can 

arise when IB programs are introduced in tandem with already existing local educational 

systems. 

In retrospect, it is not surprising that the project was a failure, not least because, in 

one fell swoop, the world of this Tanzanian school was divided into “IB” and “non-IB”, 

referring not just to the curriculum, but also to students and teachers. This newly 

constructed “dichotomous world of insiders and outsiders” (Reisigl & Wodak, 2001, p. 105) 

manifested itself in the physical world of the school grounds by a chainlink fence, separating 

“national” from “international”, and in the classrooms, with blackboards for one and 

whiteboards for the other. A further previously less visible aspect became evident as a result 

of the high cost of the IB program, i.e., the division between richer students who could 

afford the additional fees and the poor who could not. Furthermore, long-serving teachers 

suddenly found themselves identified as “unqualified” because they lacked “IB training” and 

were therefore excluded from participating in the new “IB World School”. Instead, “IB 
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teachers” were recruited from the UK, Australia, the US and Canada. At this time, those 

considered to be qualified or capable of teaching IB courses tended to be white, while the 

others were black or brown, highlighting a racial component that was reflected in the 

physical arrangement of the school (e.g., IB teachers had desks in the air-conditioned and 

computerized “Teaching Resource Centre” whilst the non-IB teachers worked in the 

common staff room). What was particularly notable was the gulf between the claims that 

were routinely made about qualities of the IB (e.g., respect, tolerance, peace) and the 

apparent lack of these values  in the daily operation of the school (discussed below). 

In the context of this project, the IB was presented as a solution to the problem of 

the outdated education model supposedly manifest in the Tanzanian national curriculum. 

Not only would the IB allow students to gain admission into universities around the world 

instead of restricting them to Tanzanian institutions but, as one guidance counsellor told the 

audience at an information meeting, “the IB makes you one hundred times a better person”. 

Interestingly, the speaker had very little knowledge about the IB yet seemed certain of the 

veracity of this claim. Moreover, in saying this, she seemed to fail to recognize that since the 

IB had not yet been implemented, her statement in effect excluded everyone at the school 

and grouped them into an inferior or lesser category in relation to the IB. What was also 

noticeable in this context of IB implementation was the frequent repetition of statements 

such as “the IB makes you think” followed by “national students can’t think” or “national 

teachers can’t think”. The situation that unfolded at the school thus brought to mind the 

notion of “underdeveloped”, a word coined by US President Truman and later described by 

Gustavo Esteva (1995): 

Underdevelopment began, then, on January 20, 1949. On that day, two billion people 
became underdeveloped. In a real sense, from that time on, they ceased being what they 
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were, in all their diversity, and were transmogrified into an inverted mirror of others’ reality: 
a mirror that belittles them and sends them off to the end of the queue. (p. 7) 

In a similar way, students at this school were transformed from being clever students lucky 

enough to have a place in a prominent secondary school in a country where such 

opportunities are scarce, to being poor non-thinkers and not worthy of the international 

world. As I was to discover, this type of “discourse of difference” (Hall, 1989; KhosraviNik, 

2010; Wodak, 1996), which distinguishes between groups based on specific traits, was not 

unique to the Tanzanian context. 

Upon returning to Canada, I resumed work as a university admissions officer, and 

was surprised to find that a similar attitude towards the IB seemed to have taken hold here. 

What had once been regarded as a relatively unfamiliar international credential that needed 

to be judged against Canadian provincial standards seemed to have become not only much 

more popular (evidenced by the greater number of applications and transcripts that were 

being received by the department), but also viewed as somehow superior to all Canadian 

provincial systems. Assumptions about the level of curricular difficulty and capabilities of 

students were routinely made, whether in passing or during departmental meetings, echoing 

the words I had heard in the Tanzanian context (e.g., “it is a very rigorous and challenging 

program” and “IB students are really smart”). Although my experience at a single school in a 

developing country could perhaps have been attributed to other factors (institutional 

growing pains, lack of resources, etc.), the IB organization claimed a level of standardization 

for its programs that made such an idea problematic. If one school could have such 

difficulties, didn’t it raise the possibility that this might happen elsewhere? 

Prior to my experience of the IB in Tanzania, I had not given much thought to this 

curriculum, but now became interested in why there seemed to be such a uniformly positive 
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view of the IB and, in particular, why the same language was used to express this 

approbation. This view was surprising given not only that Canada’s education system 

regularly scored high on international rankings (e.g., PISA [Programme for International 

Student Assessment]),2 but also that provincial curricula are exported internationally, extolled 

as providing the means for gaining entry into the best universities around the world. So, for 

example, an Ontario or British Columbia curriculum described as excellent in China or 

Egypt and presented perhaps on an equal footing with other international curricula such as 

the UK A Levels or the IB, in Canada itself was now viewed as inferior. 

In order to understand this IB phenomenon, I spent the next six years (prior to 

embarking on this doctoral research) gathering information and reading widely on the 

subject. At first, I approached the research in terms of comparative and international 

education, assessment, curriculum and pedagogy, and followed several false trails that tended 

to focus on the many different variables at play in different contexts, none of which seemed 

to get at the aspect I was interested in, which was not about how the IB worked in a 

particular school or whether it was better than the Ontario or BC curriculum (all of which 

are important and interesting questions) but rather what the IB was imagined to be, i.e., what 

made people in diverse countries and contexts uniformly repeat the same qualities of the IB, 

using the same words. Evidence for this type of language use is easily found on websites of 

schools and universities, all of which position the IB curriculum and students as superior to 

the regular or traditional fare. A typical example can be found in one (publicly funded) 

school in Ottawa: 

                                                 
2 A recent article on the BBC news website (August 2, 2017) referred to Canada as an “education superpower” 
because it placed in the top tier on the most recent PISA tests (see http://www.bbc.com/news/business-
40708421). 
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Colonel By Secondary School is proud to offer the International Baccalaureate Diploma 
Programme (IBDP). The IBDP is a rigorous pre-university course of studies and is offered 
to students over their grade 11 and grade 12 year. Preparation for the challenge of the IB 
Diploma is begun in grade 9 and grade 10 through the enrichment and acceleration of 
various courses. 

Recognized around the world and offered at more than 3000 schools internationally, the 
IBDP has at its core the education of the whole student, challenging them to expand their 
horizons in the classroom, in their community, and the world. Noted Harvard University 
professor of educational psychology, Howard Gardner, has said that the IBDP curriculum 
allows students to "think critically, synthesize knowledge, reflect on their own thought 
processes and get their feet wet in interdisciplinary thinking." In recognition of the level of 
study demanded by the IBDP and the quality of the graduates that it turns out, universities 
will often grant advanced standing or university credit to students who have achieved the IB 
Diploma.  

All successful recipients of the IB Diploma also receive their Ontario Secondary School 

Diploma.3  

Descriptions of the IB tend to follow this general pattern, the main difference being the 

provincial credential that is given as part of the IB, almost as an afterthought. Articles in the 

media, websites of schools and universities, information evenings for parents organized by 

schools promoting IB programs,4 and Canadian university representatives touring the 

country on recruitment initiatives targetting IB students5 are effusive in their praise, 

repeating the same IB descriptions and qualities. Through further research, I became aware 

that simply saying “IB” seemed to be enough to trigger a positive and formulaic response. 

What also became apparent was that this view tended to be accompanied by a lack of 

knowledge about the specific nature of IB programs. In other words, IB seemed to be 

functioning as a label that was discursively constructed, with values and attitudes associated 

with it that seemed to be creating a divided world, as had been evident in the Tanzanian 

context and now seemed to be occurring in the Canadian public education context. When 

the IB existed only in the realm of private international schools in different parts of the 

                                                 
3 http://www.ibcb.ca/ 
4 https://www.elmwood.ca/event/ib-information-session-andrew-arida/ 
5 http://www.ucc.on.ca/?s=Andrew+arida 
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world, i.e., performing the function for which it was created, it remained the prerogative of 

wealthy parents who could afford to pay for this expensive brand of education. However, in 

the context of publicly funded education, this becomes problematic, as it introduces a two-

tier private-in-public school system, privileging some and disadvantaging others. 

Objectives and research questions 

This study combines corpus linguistics and critical discourse analysis (CDA) to 

examine how the IB is perceived and represented in Canada. As a result of my experience 

with the IB in multiple contexts, the discourse-historical branch of CDA was appealing 

because, with its focus on multiple sources and large amounts of data, and emphasis on the 

importance of the researcher’s background (and insider) knowledge about the subject under 

investigation, it allows for different contexts to be brought into the research. However, as I 

was also keenly aware that my experience with the IB (and resulting bias) might lead me to 

pay more attention to things I agreed with and overlook diverging aspects, corpus linguistics 

provided a way to help mitigate (not eliminate – see Baker, 2012) my bias. Furthermore, 

corpus data can also reveal patterns and trends that lead to new avenues of enquiry. 

To my knowledge, this study is the first since Bagnall’s (1994) to focus on the IB in 

Canada as a whole, and the first to examine its discursive construction, i.e., the way that it is 

talked about throughout society (i.e., not just by schools or the IB organization itself), with a 

view to making explicit the values and attitudes associated with the IB and the implications 

this might have in terms of its impact on the wider society (e.g., publicly funded education or 

real estate markets). The research divides into two parts according to two different 

populations investigated: (i) university admissions personnel; and (ii) the general public. For 
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the first part, an online survey and semi-structured interviews are used, while the second part 

employs a specialized corpus of Canadian newspapers as a window into public opinion 

(Karim, 2008; Mautner, 2008). As such, the study is guided by the following overarching 

research questions: 

1. How is the IB perceived and represented in Canada? 

2. What are the implications of this perception and representation? 

Initially, the primary aim of this research was to move beyond anecdote by systematically 

analyzing how the IB is perceived in Canada, in order to see whether my suspicion (or 

hunch) about the positive perception held up under systematic scrutiny. While one needs to 

be wary of confirmation bias in such cases (Baker, 2006), conducting research to provide 

evidence for what one suspects is important (Baker & McEnery, 2015, Mautner, 2009b). 

However, as the research progressed, particularly during the corpus data analysis, what 

became evident was that, through repeated patterns of language, a “non-IB other” is 

constructed to which negative attributes and disadvantages seem to be linked, not always 

overtly or explicitly but often by implication and inference. In this way, an IB stereotype (or 

in-group) is discursively constructed. Such patterns may not be noticed if looking at a few 

selected texts – indeed, I had not noticed them as being quite so frequent or systematic 

despite my wide reading on the IB.  

Study delimitations 

1. The present research examines the IB as a discursive phenomenon, i.e., how it is thought 

and talked about in different domains of Canadian society, and as such does not evaluate 

or validate IB curricula or how it is operationalized in specific contexts. In other words, 
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this research is not about education per se, but rather about how the label IB is 

constructed so that it seems to be more about social values than about one type of 

curriculum among many. 

2. Although the present research draws on a specialized corpus of Canadian newspapers as 

an unsolicited window into public opinion, the focus is not on newspaper reporting and 

related issues of political and ideological biases in the depiction of different groups that 

thereby perpetuates stereotypes, as found in numerous other studies. The corpus used in 

this study includes not just powerful elite sources, but letters and opinion pieces from 

different members of the public in an effort to be maximally representative. The 

unsolicited nature of this data provides an important contrast to the elicited responses of 

the first part of the study, which involved a survey and interviews. 

Organization of the dissertation 

This manuscript dissertation comprises nine chapters. Chapter 2 describes the 

theoretical and methodological framework used in this study, discussing key concepts and 

research in this relatively new approach to linguistic enquiry. Chapter 3 presents a critical 

review of the literature on the IB over its 50-year history, paying particular attention to how 

information is generated through intertextual references to other texts, as well as the 

conflation that becomes evident as a result. Chapter 4 provides additional details on the 

methods used in each of the four articles that were not included due to space constraints 

imposed by academic journals. Chapters 5-8 present the research findings as reported in four 

articles. The research reported in these articles can be divided into two parts: the first part 

(Chapter 5 and Chapter 6) focuses on perceptions of university admissions personnel in 
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Canada with a view to determining whether a dominant (or hegemonic) discourse 

surrounding the IB does in fact exist (Baker, 2005); the second part (Chapter 7 and Chapter 

8) examines how the IB is perceived and represented in the public domain to determine 

what values and assumptions are associated with the IB label and what the implications of 

such a perception or representation might be. Chapter 9 presents a summary of the study, 

offers some concluding remarks, and discusses avenues for future research.
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical and methodological framework 

This chapter describes the theoretical and methodological framework that guides the 

research presented in this study. The chapter begins with a brief overview of corpus-based 

critical discourse analysis and its rise in popularity. This is followed by a discussion of key 

concepts of each approach and how they combine to provide a “useful methodological 

synergy” (Baker et al., 2008).  

Corpus-based critical discourse analysis 

This framework combines corpus linguistics and critical discourse analysis, and is 

used here to examine how the IB is discursively constructed in the Canadian context. Such a 

combination is a relatively new approach,6 but one that is becoming increasingly popular and 

more mainstream (Adel & Reppen, 2008; Baker & Levon, 2015; Baker & McEnery, 2015). It 

has been described variously as “the marriage between the two methodologies” (Gabrielatos 

& Baker, 2008, p. 8), a “‘best-of-both-worlds’ scenario hardly achievable through the use of 

purely qualitative CDA” (Mautner, 2009b, p. 125), and as a way to engage in “fruitful 

dialogue” between a “macro and a micro approach to language, allowing access to data 

aggregates as well as close attention to detail” (Mautner, 2007, p. 66). Baker (2009) gives an 

account of the increasing popularity of this approach in terms of the change evident within 

his department from 1995, when there was little overlap between corpus linguistics and 

other research, to the present, where it is used by the majority of researchers.  

                                                 
6 Following Lee (2008), approach refers to “a set of theoretical positions and beliefs about the nature of language 
and how we can study it” (p. 87). 
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Although corpus analysis was carried out by some researchers in the 1960s and 

1970s, it did not gain prominence until the introduction of personal computers in the 1980s 

and 1990s, which fuelled its increasingly widespread use in the study of language. As Baker 

(2006) points out, the arrival of personal computers ironically also coincided with an 

epistemological shift in the social sciences from the positivist or structuralist view (i.e., with 

emphasis on objective measurement and categorization of facts or truths) to the social 

constructionist (i.e., knowledge is not fixed but constructed through daily social interaction; 

see e.g., Burr, 1995). Quantification was thus less attractive to social scientists interested in 

concepts of language, ideology and hegemony (pp. 8-9), so that the use of corpus linguistics 

for discourse analysis was far less common. Flowerdew (2012) points out that while both 

discourse analysis and corpus linguistics make use of naturally occurring data, their “intrinsic 

ontological and epistemological differences” (p. 174) makes them appear ill-suited or, as 

Baker (2006) says, “retrograde and incompatible” (p. 9). However, it seems that this 

incompatibility has proven to be a strength, and corpus-based (critical) discourse analytical 

studies have become increasingly popular. To understand how this approach works, it is 

helpful to first discuss corpus linguistics and critical discourse analysis separately and then 

discuss their “useful methodological synergy” (Baker et al., 2008). 

Corpus linguistics 

A common key assumption in corpus-based studies is that the study of language is 

empirical, based on observing naturally occurring data (Tognini-Bonelli, 2001, p. 2). 

According to McEnery and Wilson (2001), corpus linguistics is “the study of language based 

on examples of real life language use” (p. 1). Such examples are collected into a corpus, 
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which is generally large (often consisting of millions of words), and analyzed using software 

tools. As Baker (2006) explains, while corpus linguistics provides a “more quantitative” 

measure to the analysis because it uses frequency and statistical measures, qualitative analysis 

is also necessary for interpreting the patterns and trends found in the data. Mautner (2009b) 

describes corpus linguistics as “a methodology that uses computer support – in particular, 

software called ‘concordance programs’ – to analyse authentic, and usually very large, 

volumes of textual data” (p. 122).7 Thus corpus linguistics involves the study of language 

through the use of computers and large amounts of data (corpora) with a view to observing 

linguistic patterns and trends. 

Although nowadays associated with computers, corpus-based research has a long 

history, with concordance work dating back to 13th century biblical scholars. Today, as 

O’Keeffe and McCarthy (2010) point out, “computer concordancing programs replicate the 

work of 500 monks in micro-seconds” (p. 3). It is understandable, then, that prior to the 

advent of computers, this type of research was limited. Access to data (i.e., attested or 

authentic language) was also a challenge, so researchers relied on extracts or a small number 

of examples to test their theories. Claims were often based on “native speaker intuition” 

(Coffin, Hewings & O’Halloran, 2004, p.8; Tognini-Bonelli, 2004, p. 11) which, together 

with a small data set, increased the potential for bias, i.e., the tendency of analysts to focus 

on aspects that confirm their suspicions and possibly disregard other results as anomalies. 

Or, as Kuhn (1962) discusses, researchers may not even notice the anomalies since 

awareness may come only through repeated encounters. As such, because the work was so 

                                                 
7 There are also smaller corpora which are purpose-built by individual researchers to investigate specific 
research questions, as in the present study, for example. The smaller the corpus, however, the more important 
it becomes to validate interpretations against a larger one (Mautner, 2009b, pp. 131-133). Baker (2006) provides 
a useful discussion about using a small corpus consisting of twelve tourist brochures (pp. 47-69). 
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painstaking and laborious, anomalies could easily be missed. In addition, because of their 

infrequent occurrence, a small data set might not even include such anomalies which would 

therefore remain unknown or unnoticed (Stubbs, 1997; Tognini-Bonelli, 2004).  

Corpus linguistics makes it possible not only to minimize bias by using large corpora 

but also to allow for unexpected discoveries about the patterns of language (see Partington 

et al., 2013, on the importance of “serendipity” that can lead to new questions). For example, 

in a study connected to the teaching of vocabulary and understanding synonyms, Tognini-

Bonelli (2004) examined the linguistic behaviour of two adverbs, largely and broadly, and 

discovered that although the two words are often considered synonyms, largely carried a 

negative connotation because, in the corpus analyzed, it co-occurred (or collocated) primarily 

with negative words, whereas broadly co-occurred with words of similarity or agreement. 

Since there is no grammatical rule that accounts for this type of occurrence, such an 

observation “often comes to the analyst as totally unpredicted” (p. 16). These kinds of 

discoveries are possible with the help of alphabetized concordance tables afforded by corpus 

tools. And Biber & Conrad (2001) note that quantitative corpus-based techniques allow 

researchers to entertain new kinds of research questions (p. 335). Hence the evident 

excitement in the corpus linguistics literature and the notion of a revolution in the way we 

understand language: 

The revolution has resulted in a different quality of linguistic evidence which has enabled us 
to make new, exciting and unexpected discoveries...The change came about because of the 
move...from basically observing and describing a single communicative event, a text, to 
accessing, with the help of a computer, a whole collection of texts, a corpus, and observing 
the repeated lexical and grammatical choices of a certain community of language users. 
Unlike researchers from the past, this new methodology does not rely on native-speaker 
intuition but is equally available to anyone with an attentive eye for detail. (Tognini-Bonelli, 
2004, p. 11) 

According to Lee (2008), a corpus-based linguistic approach assumes a “set of theoretical 

positions and beliefs about the nature of language and how we can study it” (p. 87). This 
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involves three components: (i) a particular orientation towards language (real language in 

use); (ii) a particular view of language data (more data is better); and (iii) familiarity with a set 

of techniques (e.g., concordancing, keyword analysis). Observing naturally occurring 

language as opposed to relying on introspection and native speaker intuition, as McEnery 

and Wilson (2001) discuss, reflects a fundamental division between a rationalist and 

empiricist approach. The rationalist approach advocated by Chomsky focused on language 

competence and relied on artificial examples, introspection, and the intuitions of native 

speakers rather than the observation of naturally occurring language as evidenced in a corpus 

(McEnery & Wilson, 2001; Tognini-Bonelli, 2001).  

Although intuition does of course play an important part in the analysis of language, 

testing such intuitions against a multi-million word corpus can provide the evidence for 

hypotheses which goes beyond one or two examples that simply confirm presuppositions. 

As O’Halloran and Coffin (2004) point out, intuition can be unreliable and result in 

“overinterpretation” (i.e., subjective impressions) or “underinterpretation” (i.e., not noticing 

nuances) (pp. 275-279). For example, Fairclough’s (1995) analysis of the depiction of the 

poor interpreted the verb flock as referring to sheep, thereby reinforcing the notion that poor 

people are passive and helpless. However, his interpretation was based on intuition, and was 

not borne out by Widdowson’s (2000) corpus analysis of the word, which found that the 

verb flock usually associated (collocated) with active roles (e.g., journalists or golf spectators). 

For such reasons, Stubbs (2004) warns that “[c]omments on individual words and phrases 

should always be made against the background of comparative data from a corpus” (p. 248). 

Hardt-Mautner (1995) suggests that “[d]rawing on corpus evidence fundamentally redefines 
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the nature of ‘interpretation’, turning it from an introspective undertaking into an empirical 

one” (p. 22).  

While there are certain methods and procedures that tend to be followed in corpus-

based analyses (e.g., analyzing concordance lines or obtaining frequency lists), the field is 

heterogeneous, comprising different types of research and approaches to studying language. 

Furthermore, although quantitative and computer-based, corpus linguistics is not simply an 

automated process, as it depends on a considerable number of decisions made by the 

researcher. For example, as McEnery & Hardie (2012) discuss, studies in corpus linguistics 

can vary by mode of communication (e.g., spoken, written, visual), whether it is corpus-

based (i.e., using the corpus as a repository of examples to support or disconfirm prior 

hypotheses), corpus-driven (i.e., allowing hypotheses to emerge from the corpus data) or a 

combination of both, and also the type of corpus data used (e.g., whether it is already 

available or constructed from scratch as a specialized corpus, whether it is annotated for 

parts of speech or left unmarked, and whether it is multilingual or monolingual).  

Lee (2008) describes three principle ways that corpora are used for analyzing 

discourse, although these distinctions are not precise and are only meant to illustrate the 

variety of discourse research that can be done with corpora: (i) “corpus informed” (i.e., 

mainly qualitative, where corpus data serves as a source of examples); (ii) “corpus-

supported” or “corpus-driven” (i.e., both qualitative and quantitative, where the degree of 

reliance on the corpus varies); and (iii) “corpus induced” (i.e., mainly quantitative, where 

corpora are used in large scale studies that conduct automated analyses requiring frequencies 

or grammar, an area still relatively new at the time of Lee’s writing). According to Lee’s 

distinction, then, the present study can be called “corpus supported” and “corpus driven” as 
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it combines both quantitative and qualitative approaches (see Chapter 7 and Chapter 8). 

Such studies are often referred to as “corpus-based”, a term that includes both meanings 

(e.g., McEnery et al., 2006). 

Another reason there is such variety in corpus linguistics is that different researchers 

have different ways to approach the analysis, as illustrated by Marchi and Taylor (2009) and 

Baker (2015). In Marchi and Taylor’s study, although both researchers used the same corpus 

and software tools, one began with a more corpus-driven approach (using frequency data to 

direct the analysis) while the other began with introspection and background reading on the 

subject being investigated that gave rise to some initial hypotheses prior to analyzing the 

corpus data. Baker (2015) conducted a similar experiment involving five researchers tasked 

with analyzing the same corpus with the same research question, and also showed a range of 

approaches to the data, including the type of tool and the analytical procedures used, with 

some researchers using up to five different techniques and others only two. Based on these 

two studies, a further experiment was conducted with 10 different researchers examining the 

same corpus data and research questions (Baker & Egbert, 2016). Interestingly, even though 

each researcher in this case was deliberately restricted to using a single primary technique, 

differences still occurred due to decisions taken by researchers about the parameters for 

different techniques (e.g., cut-off points or whether the corpus was annotated or not). These 

studies provide evidence that counters notions about corpus linguistics being a fully 

automated approach. As Baker (2010) says, “corpus linguistics is not like Star Trek: we do 

not say ‘Computer, tell me about change in the use of modal verbs over the past hundred 

years’ and receive an immediate answer” (p. 11). For these reasons, as Sinclair (2004) argues, 

it is important to document all the decisions that are made (either during corpus 



19 

construction or analysis), as well as the opportunities and/or problems encountered by the 

corpus and tool. 

Debate is ongoing as to whether corpus linguistics is a theory or method (e.g., Baker, 

2010; Hardie & McEnery, 2010; McEnery & Gabrielatos 2006; Partington et al., 2013; 

Taylor, 2008). Some argue that it is a unique discipline separate from other forms of 

linguistic enquiry and thus a theory (Tognini-Bonelli, 2001; Teubert, 2005). Others maintain 

that it is a methodology that can be fruitfully employed in diverse areas of linguistic research 

(e.g., Flowerdew 2012; Lee, 2008; O’Keeffe & McCarthy 2010; McEnery & Wilson, 2001), 

but also note that it is more than a methodology because it has changed the types of research 

questions that can be asked, thus transforming our understanding of the nature of language 

(e.g., Biber & Reppen, 2015). For the purposes of the present study, however, this debate is 

largely academic. 

Key methodological concepts 

There are a number of key concepts in corpus-based (critical) discourse analysis 

(Baker, 2006; Baker et al., 2008; Gabrielatos & Baker, 2008). Here I discuss those that are 

particularly relevant for the present study: corpus; frequency; concordance; keywords; 

collocations; semantic preference; discourse prosody; and lexical priming. 

Corpus 

Although the word “corpus” is sometimes used to refer to any collection of written 

texts, in the context of corpus linguistics it refers to a large body of naturally occurring 

language data stored on computers. As well, a corpus is designed according to specific 

principles pertaining to the data collected, with the aim of making it as representative as 
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possible of the linguistic variety or topic in question (e.g., Baker & McEnery, 2015). What is 

important is the natural occurrence of the data, i.e., that it is language in actual use rather 

than examples artificially constructed for abstract linguistic analysis, and thus is a 

representative sample of language as used in a particular society or societies (e.g., Mahlberg, 

2009; Mautner, 2009a; Frankenberg-Garcia et al., 2011). By employing specialized software 

tools to analyze the data, linguistic patterns can be revealed that point the researcher to 

further areas of enquiry and a broader view of how discourses surrounding a particular 

object might be constructed, thereby making visible the values and attitudes of the societies 

in which they originate. As Tognini-Bonelli (2004) puts it, “the way we can now look at text 

shows up the link between the individual instance of communication and the social tendency 

for a community of speakers to use particular patterns of language” (p. 11). However, as 

McEnery and Hardie (2012, p. 15) note, a corpus only ever presents a partial or finite view, 

since it is only a sample and therefore cannot be said to be representative of the entire 

language. Any claims that are made about linguistic behaviour based on corpus analysis must 

therefore take this into account.  

There are many different types of corpora, ranging from millions of words (e.g., 

British National Corpus [BNC], Corpus of Contemporary American English [COCA]) to 

now billions of words (e.g., ententen12/13, GloWbE). A summary of some of these is 

presented in Table 2.1 below. 
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Corpus Size Region Range 

COCA 520 million words American 1990-2015 

BNC 100 million words British 1980s-1993 

Strathy Canada 50 million Canadian 1970s-2000s 

GloWbE 1.9 billion 20 countries 2012-2013 

enTenTen12 12 billion Web 2012-2013 

enTenTen13 19.7 billion Web 2013 

Table 2.1: Types of general or reference corpora 

These corpora contain texts from a wide range of contexts (e.g., written, spoken, 

fiction, non-fiction) and provide information on language norms such as British English or 

American English. They are usually referred to as “general” or “reference” corpora, and are 

often used as a means of comparing the findings from one’s own data or specialized corpus 

(discussed below) with “general” usage. They can also be used as a source of linguistic data 

in themselves, thereby alleviating the need to build a corpus from scratch.  

As Baker (2006) notes, reference corpora may not contain sufficient examples of the 

type of language one is interested in. In such cases, it is necessary to build a “specialized” (p. 

26) or “purpose-built” (Mautner, 2009a, p. 35) corpus. These tend to be smaller, containing 

texts selected by the researcher according to specific criteria such as a focus on particular 

genres and/or topics (e.g., British newspapers containing references to political correctness 

[Johnson et al., 2003] or Canadian newspapers containing references to International 

Baccalaureate as in the present study). One issue with a specialized corpus is how large it needs 

to be (e.g., in terms of representativeness), although Baker (2006) argues that for the 

purposes of discourse analysis, substance, i.e., whether the corpus contains enough 

references for the item being analyzed, matters more than size. Another issue in designing a 

new corpus is sourcing texts, although this has become easier with the internet and ready 
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access to electronic texts. The corpus one uses depends on one’s research question and what 

one wants to do with it. As McEnery and Hardie (2012) put it, there is no point in trying to 

find out about Swahili adverbs in the BNC. Therefore, it is important that the questions 

posed can be answered by the corpora selected and/or designed. 

Frequency 

Frequency refers to the number of times a single word, phrase, cluster, or expression 

occurs in a corpus. As Baker and McEnery (2015) note, “the concept of frequency drives 

many of the techniques associated with corpus linguistics, giving the field a quantitative 

flavour” (p. 2). Frequency can direct a researcher to specific parts of a corpus (e.g., looking 

at where highly frequent words occur) and provide a starting point for analysis. To obtain 

frequency counts, a wordlist can be generated that lists all the words in the corpus according 

to the number of times they occur, and provides the total number of words (tokens) and the 

number of different types (unique words). Depending on the corpus tool used, a wordlist 

can be sorted in different ways (e.g., ascending or descending order, or alphabetically), and 

may also provide a word’s percentage contribution towards the corpus. Frequencies are 

often expressed in terms of occurrences per million or per thousand words (i.e., normalized) 

so that corpora of different sizes may be meaningfully compared (Baker, 2006, 2010). 

Another concept associated with frequency is that of range or dispersion, i.e., the extent to 

which a lexical item occurs throughout the corpus or is concentrated in only a handful of 

texts. For example, if a certain word occurs very frequently throughout the corpus, it might 

suggest a dominant discourse. However, if it occurs very frequently in only one or two 

articles, it might indicate a more idiosyncratic usage. Dispersion plots provide a visual 

representation of where in the corpus a search term occurs (Baker, 2006, 2010). One way 
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these have been used has been to obtain a smaller representative sample of articles (i.e., 

downsample) for more in-depth CDA/DHA analysis (see e.g., Freake et al., 2011).  

As Baker (2006) notes, language is not random but occurs in predictable ways (see 

also Kilgarriff, 2005), yet there are many different ways to say the same thing. The notion of 

“language as a set of rules” and “language as free choice” makes frequency an important way 

to get at underlying assumptions and intentions because it highlights the (conscious or 

unconscious) linguistic choices made by a speaker (Baker, 2006, pp. 47-48). By examining 

the frequency of words and phrases and identifying repeated patterns and trends, it becomes 

possible to see how values and assumptions are reified, i.e., have become naturalized and 

taken for granted. Discovering such repeated patterns can make visible how a society’s (or 

discourse community’s) particular values and attitudes are discursively constructed. 

However, as Baker (2006) and Mautner (2009a) point out, powerful or hegemonic discourses 

are not always indicated by frequency. Sometimes what is not said may be a sign of a 

hegemonic discourse (e.g., mature student or male nurse suggest that student generally means 

young and nurse generally means female). In other words, a hegemonic discourse “can be at 

its most powerful when it does not even have to be invoked, because it is just taken for 

granted” (Baker, 2006, p. 19). And it is through frequently repeated action that patterns 

emerge, become taken-for-granted routines, and are more objectified over time until they are 

understood as “this is how things are done” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 77). 

Concordance (KWIC) 

A concordance, often referred to as “key word in context (KWIC)”, is a list of all the 

occurrences in a corpus of a search term or “node”. These are presented in their contexts 

with a few words to the left and right of the node. Concordance lines are aligned around the 
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search term, arranged vertically, and can be sorted alphabetically to the left or right of the 

search term, making it possible for the researcher to identify patterns (see Chapter 7 and 

Chapter 8 for examples of concordance lines). Once a pattern has been identified, detailed 

analysis of the line in its larger context is necessary. Mautner (2007) argues that a research 

design should combine analysis of patterns across large corpora with in-depth analysis of a 

smaller sample of longer texts, “mediat[ing] between a macro and a micro approach to 

language, allowing access to data aggregates as well as close attention to detail” (pp. 65-66). 

The analysis can iterate between quantitative (e.g., frequency information) and qualitative 

(e.g., individual concordance lines or entire article/text), with the KWIC providing the link 

between quantification and interpretation. As Gabrielatos & Baker (2008) suggest, 

“[c]oncordance analysis is where corpus-based and CDA methodological approaches 

overlap” (p. 15).  

Examining concordance lines requires a different type of reading than is usual when 

analyzing individual texts, as outlined in Table 2.2 below: 

Table 2.2: Ways of reading texts and corpora 

A text A corpus 

 read whole  read fragmented 

 read horizontally  read vertically 

 read for content  read for formal patterning 

 read as a unique event  read for repeated events 

 read as an individual act of will  read as a sample of social practice 

 coherent communicative event  not a coherent communicative event 

Table 2.2: Ways of reading texts and corpora (Source: Tognini-Bonelli, 2004, 
p. 18) 
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As O’Keeffe and McCarthy (2010) explain, this type of reading requires the reader to 

understand meaning through vertical as well as left-to-right and right-to-left reading. It 

demands new micro-cognitive skills as the reader moves from identifying patterns to 

forming hypotheses and making inferences. Since this type of reading cannot be assumed to 

be automatic, it has implications for language pedagogy (p. 8), and thus further reinforces the 

notion of corpus linguistics as transformational for our understanding of language.  

Keywords 

Although keywords are not used in the present study, they are important for much 

corpus linguistic analysis. Therefore, a brief overview is provided here. Scott (1997) defines a 

keyword as any word that occurs “with unusual frequency” (p. 236) in one corpus when 

compared to another (a reference corpus). This is different from simple frequency, which 

only tells us how often a word occurs in one corpus. For example, although grammatical or 

function words such as the or and tend to be very frequent in most corpora, they will not 

usually be identified as “key” since they are equally frequent among corpora. When such 

words are identified as key, it tells us something about the unusual occurrence of the word, 

as was found by McEnery (2006) in a specialized corpus on bad language and British media, 

where and was used as a way to express underlying moralistic attitudes. Keywords, thus, give 

an idea of the preoccupation or “aboutness” (Baker et al., 2006) of a corpus, thereby 

pointing to avenues for further research. They generally consist of three types: (i) proper 

nouns (e.g., Obama, Trudeau); (ii) lexical words (e.g., baccalaureate, transgender); and (iii) 

grammatical words that may be an indication of style (e.g., shall, because) (Baker, 2004).  

Keywords are determined by statistical methods (e.g., log-likelihood or chi-square), 

through which a “keyness” value is assigned to each word. The higher the keyness score of a 
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word, the stronger its “saliency” (Baker, 2006, p. 125). However, a number of decisions must 

be made by the researcher before a keyword list can be obtained. For example, the 

researcher needs to establish cut-off points, such as number of keywords to be examined 

(e.g., top 10, 50, or 100 keywords), the minimum frequency required (e.g., a word must occur 

20 times before it is a keyword), and distribution criteria (e.g., it must occur in at least 20 

texts). The amount of researcher input required in the different aspects of corpus analysis 

helps counter the view that this is a purely “mechanistic or positivist approach” (Tenorio, 

2011, p. 198). Keywords obtained through statistical measures (i.e., keyness strength) are 

described as being more corpus-driven (Baker & Egbert, 2016), because the corpus directs 

the researcher to specific aspects for further enquiry. 

Collocations 

Collocation was important for the analyses in Chapter 7 and Chapter 8 of the present 

study. Here, I provide some additional information about this concept not included in those 

chapters.  

Collocation refers to words that tend to occur near or next to each other more often 

than we might expect if the words were in random order, such as innocent bystander (Baker et 

al., 2006).. Collocation analysis can provide an initial focus for the analysis or a shortcut into 

the data, which is helpful when the researcher is faced with hundreds of concordance lines 

to sort through, and gives the most salient and obvious lexical patterns associated with a 

particular subject (Baker, 2006, p. 114). Although collocation has been defined in different 

ways (McEnery & Hardie, 2012, p. 122), the concept is often introduced in corpus linguistics 

by reference to the statement made by Firth (1957), “You shall know a lot about a word 

from the company it keeps” (e.g., Baker, 2006, p. 96; Stubbs, 1993, p. 14; Stubbs, 1996, p. 
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173). The notion here is that the meaning of a word does not reside in the individual word 

itself but rather is influenced or affected by the words that tend to occur with it. 

A traditional means for identifying collocates (i.e., words that co-occur) is through 

native speaker intuition, as a way to test whether such co-occurrences are possible, but this 

has been shown to be unreliable and is therefore inadequate on its own (e.g., Stubbs, 1996; 

Tognini-Bonelli, 2004). A more reliable means is by counting the number of times words co-

occur in the data, which can be done manually but becomes a challenge when the corpus is 

very large. Collocates can also be identified through an automated process using statistical 

measures and corpus tools, although different tools and different statistical measures can 

yield different types of collocates. For example, using frequency as a measure, i.e., identifying 

collocates in terms of how often they co-occur with a word, tends to highlight grammatical 

or function words such as the or and, which are less illuminating for discourse analysis than 

content words. Furthermore, as Baker (2006) points out, frequency is not the same as 

saliency, i.e., a word such as said may be identified as a frequent collocate of a node word, 

but the relationship is not exclusive because said also occurs frequently with other words.  

For this reason, other statistical measures that highlight strong bonds between lexical 

items are often used. There are a number of these, which may also depend on the software 

tool. For example, Mutual Information (MI) measures collocational strength, i.e., the 

tendency of words to occur together rather than separately, even when they are not very 

frequent. This is a very useful feature for discourse analysis because it identifies collocates 

that have a strong bond with the node word. Other statistical measures, such as log-

likelihood, tend to favour high frequency function words. As such, in some studies 

researchers have combined more than one statistical measure to strengthen their 
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interpretation, identifying strong bonds as well as high frequency collocates (e.g., Gabrielatos 

& Baker, 2008; Germond et al., 2016). Baker (2006) provides a useful summary of how 

different tools produce different types of collocates and the importance of how collocation 

analysis should be conducted depending on the research questions involved, and suggests 

that “[e]ach technique gives some sort of trade-off between frequency and saliency” (p. 102). 

Thus the choice of statistic will depend on the focus of the research.  

Collocation is important for discourse analysis since strong bonds suggest that the 

co-occurring words are linked in people’s minds, acting as triggers for unconscious 

associations. As such, they can provide insight into the kind of ideological work that words 

are doing. For example, Baker and Gabrielatos (2008) found that some collocates associated 

with the terms refugees, asylum seekers, and immigrants, such as country of origin, seemed to be 

fairly unproblematic descriptions, whereas collocates such as scroungers tended to be 

evaluative. In newspapers, when referring to refugees, asylum seekers, or immigrants, frequent use 

of such words helps to strengthen these negative associations. Understanding words in 

relation to the company they keep is thus useful in discovering the kinds of attitudes or 

assumptions they embody, and how these attitudes “imbue words with meaning” (Baker 

2016: 140). It also assists in detecting discourses that may be powerful in the way they 

frequently link certain words together, thus contributing to stereotypes.  

Observing the behaviour of words in relation to their collocates also allows for 

unexpected or surprising findings about seemingly innocuous words, as for example, in 

Tognini-Bonelli’s (2004) study mentioned previously. What might appear at first glance to be 

a neutral description could turn out to be more evaluative. In addition, as Hunston (2002) 

argues, collocations can become “fixed phrases that represent a packaging of information” 
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(p. 119) and, as they get picked up and repeated, thereby contributing to what Baker (2006) 

calls the “incremental effect of discourse” (pp. 13-14), more difficult to challenge or perhaps 

even notice. Furthermore, when such phrases become fixed or used repeatedly, they can 

influence how we come to think about them (a concept referred to as lexical priming (Hoey, 

2005), discussed below). 

Semantic preference 

Semantic preference refers to the co-occurrence of a lexical item with “a class of 

words which share some semantic feature” (Stubbs, 2001, p. 88; see also Mautner, 2007; 

Partington, 2004). In other words, the focus is on the relationship to a group rather than a 

single word. For example, Mautner (2007) found that the word elderly tended to co-occur 

with groups of words related to the semantic domain of disability, frailty and care, thereby 

giving the word what she refers to as a “negative semantic load” (p. 59), as well as revealing 

attitudes and assumptions that have little to do with chronological age. Baker (2006) found 

that the word refugee showed a semantic preference for quantity terms, making them appear 

more alarming due to their large numbers. Moving beyond individual words to semantically 

related groups allows for the identification of habitual ways of talking about particular 

groups, i.e., what is typical in the wider society. Such recurring patterns often point to 

dominant discourses that reinforce stereotypes further. Baker (2006) notes that semantic 

preference “denotes aspects of meaning which are independent of speakers” (p. 87), which 

can provide some insight into the underlying values of a given society. 

Discourse prosody 

Although the difference between discourse prosody and semantic preference is not 

always clear-cut, Stubbs (2001) distinguishes them by describing discourse prosody as 
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evaluative and expressing speaker attitude. Some researchers also use the terms “semantic 

prosody” (Louw, 1993; Sinclair, 1991) and “semantic aura” (Mautner, 2009b, p. 135). There 

is some overlap between these terms, with the choice largely depending on the user (Baker, 

2006, pp. 86-87). However, although semantic prosody seems to be more widely used in the 

literature, it appears to be a more contentious term, as some researchers object to the notion 

that words are empty until they get “imbued” (Louw, 1993) 8 with meaning by their 

collocates (Whitsitt, 2005) or that meaning becomes fixed and unchanging regardless of the 

context in which it is used (Hunston, 2007). Semantic prosody seems to be related to 

individual words; therefore, some researchers (e.g., Hunt, 2015; and also the present study) 

prefer discourse prosody because it relates to speaker attitude and holds that meaning is built 

up through repeated and shared usage, i.e., it refers to “an attitude associated with a lexical 

item over time and across texts” (Potts, 2015, p. 287). Examining trends and patterns built 

up through repeated usage can make it possible to identify societal value judgements 

associated with lexical items that give them an evaluative aura of meaning which is “an 

indication that something is good or bad” (Hunston, 2004, p. 159). For example, Mautner 

(2009b) analyzed the frequency and collocations of the word unemployed as it occurred in a 

corpus of British newspapers, and found that it collocated with negative attributes such as 

desperate, disadvantaged, divorced, homeless, which have more to do with societal attitudes than 

with a description of joblessness. Rather than performing a factual function, then, such 

collocates contribute to a negative discourse prosody. In this way, discourse prosody 

contributes to meaning (Baker, 2014, p. 223) and becomes evident from the analysis of 

numerous examples made possible by a large corpus (Partington, 2004). However, prosodies 

                                                 
8 Louw (1993) defines semantic prosody as “a consistent aura of meaning with which a form is imbued by its 
collocates” (p. 157). 
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are not always realized explicitly in a text, as they can involve other means of evoking 

positive or negative evaluations, such as allusion, metaphor or intertextual reference, which 

shift the burden of interpretation to the recipient (Reisigl & Wodak, 2001, p. 105), i.e., leave 

the reader/listener to draw conclusions based on their own understanding.  

A number of studies using corpus methods have identified prosodies associated with 

words or phrases that might not have been detected through a small sample of texts. For 

example, Stubbs (2001) found that the lemma9 CAUSE occurred most frequently with words 

denoting unpleasant events, thereby indicating a negative discourse prosody. As such, when 

we encounter the word, we may be predisposed to expect something unpleasant. Similarly, 

Tognini-Bonelli (2004) discovered that in her corpus the adverb largely collocated primarily 

with negative words and, as such, tended to have an “aura of negativeness” (p. 16). In his 

study of bachelor and spinster, Baker (2006) noted that while both refer to unmarried adults 

and could therefore be viewed as semantic equivalents, each carries a different discourse 

prosody, one more positive than the other. Through a word’s collocational profile, it is 

possible to gain insight into the kinds of values and attitudes associated with it. Over time, 

these may become entrenched and taken for granted through our repeated encounters with 

the word and its collocates. This type of cumulative or “incremental effect of discourse” 

(Baker, 2006, p. 13) may lead to an unconscious predisposition towards words, so that when 

we see one (e.g., bystander), we might expect to see the company it keeps (e.g., innocent) (Baker 

et al., 2006, p. 38; see also Gabrielatos & Baker, 2008, p. 34; Tognini-Bonelli, 2004, p. 16). 

                                                 
9 A “lemma” refers to the baseline or uninflected word form, e.g., WALK, which would include walk, walked, 
walking, walks in the analysis (Baker, 2006, p. 55). 
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Lexical priming 

Frequently co-occurring words can influence or become part of the meaning of a 

word, acting as triggers for unconscious associations. Identifying such triggers can provide 

insight into underlying ideologies. What might appear at first glance to be a straightforward 

description could turn out, in fact, to be evaluative (see Chapter 7 on collocations). When 

such pairings of words occur frequently enough, we may be unconsciously predisposed or 

“primed” (Hoey, 2005) to think of particular meanings as a result of our previous encounters 

with these words: 

...if particular lexical and grammatical choices are regularly made, and if people and things are 
repeatedly talked about in certain ways, then it is plausible that this will affect how they are 
thought about. (Stubbs, 1996, p. 92) 

Hoey (2005) argues that “every word is primed for use in discourse as a result of the 

cumulative effects of an individual’s encounters with the word” (p. 13). This is important 

since repeated patterns are reflective of the wider society and can trigger cultural stereotypes 

(Stubbs, 2001, p. 215). But as Baker (2006, p. 19) points out, this is often unconscious and 

therefore difficult to verify. Furthermore, different people interpret things differently, and 

thus may have different lexical primings around the same words.  

Although there is some debate about lexical priming in the literature, the argument 

being that we cannot know what goes on in people’s heads (see Baker, 2006, p. 20; Baker, 

2010, p. 333; Teubert, 2005), a recent study by Durrant and Doherty (2010) which aimed to 

test Hoey’s thesis found that words did appear to trigger the thought of other words, e.g., 

parish church but not feature church, or spoken word but not lower word. A more recent study on 

artificial intelligence and machine learning conducted by Caliskan et al. (2017) found that 

machines learning human language also learnt human biases, for example, that flowers are 

more pleasant than insects, as are musical instruments compared to weapons. They also 
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found stereotypical and/or prejudicial notions about race and gender. European names 

tended to be more associated with pleasant than unpleasant terms compared to African 

American names. As the study reports, machine learning absorbs stereotypes only through 

words and their collocates, with no direct experience of the world, thus providing further 

evidence that the meaning of a word is informed by its association with other words and that 

words do trigger cultural stereotypes. This lends further credence to the idea that language is 

social practice. The implications of this study are a concern that in building automated 

decision-making systems (e.g., for screening job applications), such cultural biases may also 

be learned and result in prejudicial outcomes. 

Criticisms of Corpus Linguistics 

According to Baker (2006), the use of corpus-based methods for discourse analysis at 

first faced some resistance because they were thought to be too broad, to discount native 

speaker intuition, to take words out of context, to be limited to studying only what appeared 

in the corpus with no way to address items that may not appear, and to tend to focus on 

synchronic data rather than the change of meanings over time. Corpus-based methods also 

tend to be viewed as purely quantitative, giving rise to objections such as that frequencies 

can be reductive and generalizing, oversimplify, or focus on comparing differences and 

obscure more interesting interpretations (Baker 2006, p. 47). While it is important to keep 

such limitations in mind, also important is Mautner’s (2009b) comment on the 

disapprobation towards corpus linguistics:  

It makes as much, or as little, sense to criticize corpus linguistic methods for not permitting 
more contextually embedded analysis, or a static, ten-year-old corpus for being silent on the 
latest neologisms, as it does to criticize a screwdriver for being no good at hammering in 
nails. (p. 141) 
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The benefits of corpus linguistics in reducing bias, aiding with triangulation, and 

allowing for a more representative sample have some attraction (e.g., Baker, 2006, pp. 12-

16), but scholars for whom language or discourse and context are inextricable object to the 

idea of mechanically counting isolated and decontextualized words (e.g., Widdowson, 2000; 

see also Baker et al., 2008). For Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), context is the key to 

understanding any text, and the only way in which to reveal hidden ideologies and power 

relations. However, the notion that corpus linguistics is decontextualized is itself subject to 

criticism. Partington (2014) attributes such criticisms to a narrow and restricted 

understanding of corpus linguistics as “quantitative data crunching” (p. 142) which seems to 

assume that other sources of data are not used in the analysis. As he points out, external data 

providing social, political, historical and cultural context is routinely used and forms an 

integral part of corpus-assisted discourse studies (CADS). And Gabrielatos and Duguid 

(2015) argue that hundreds of concordance lines do provide useful contextual information. 

Thus, access to context is not a domain privileged for CDA but somehow denied to corpus 

linguistics.  

However, it is important to keep in mind that corpus data are decontextualized in 

terms of the necessary removal of visual and other semiotic aspects of the texts, all of which 

are important for discourse analysis. Due to limitations with existing computer software, all 

non-textual features, such as images, graphics, layout, etc., usually need to be eliminated, 

thereby removing vital cues that contribute to the overall meaning. In order to mitigate this 

shortcoming, familiarity with one’s corpus is critical, as is consulting full texts repeatedly 

during the analysis (Mautner, 2009a). The researcher should also guard against focussing only 

on frequent occurrences or counting what is easy to count (Baker, 2010), thereby missing 
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rare but important instances of language use. Awareness of such shortcomings allows the 

researcher to take steps to counter them by a clear focus on what she wants to know and 

what the software and method can do. 

Another criticism (and potential pitfall) of corpus-based analysis is that findings may 

simply confirm things that are already known. For example, in her study of the lexical item 

unemployed, Mautner (2009b) found that it carried a negative discourse prosody because it 

frequently collocated with words such as angry, demoralized, destitute, disabled, dreary, drunk, 

excluded, poor, struggling, underprivileged. As Mautner points out, some critics may say that this is 

not news, i.e., we did not need a large corpus or software tools to tell us that being 

unemployed may be a less than positive experience. However, as Mautner and other 

researchers (e.g., Baker et al., 2013; Baker & McEnery, 2015; Partington et al., 2013) have 

emphasized, finding evidence for something that was merely a hunch is itself an important 

aspect of research. In addition, corpus-based analysis gives us an idea of how widespread 

and systematic “discursive structures” (Mills, 2004) might be, providing further evidence of 

their naturalization through repetition. The other side of this coin is, of course, the 

surprising or minority discourses that corpus analysis may discover (Baker & McEnery, 2015, 

p. 10), and which (traditional) CDA approaches may not detect. 

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) 

The field of discourse analysis (also referred to as discourse studies – see 

Angermuller, Maingueneau, & Wodak, 2014; Wodak & Meyer, 2016) is diverse, as can be 

seen from an example such as The handbook of discourse analysis (Schiffrin et al., 2001). This 

handbook comprises 41 different topics, of which critical discourse analysis (CDA) is only 
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one and the discourse historical approach (DHA) another. As the editors point out, 

discourse analysis involves different approaches, as reflected in types of data used (e.g., 

political speeches or conversations), different contexts (e.g., institutional or community) and 

different theoretical paradigms (e.g., systemic-functional linguistics). CDA is usually 

distinguished from the broader field of critical discourse studies (e.g., Blommaert, 2005; Hart 

& Cap, 2014; Rogers et al., 2005), and refers to a group of scholars who represent different 

approaches within this research paradigm: (i) Norman Fairclough (dialectical-relational 

approach); (ii) Teun van Dijk (sociocognitive approach); (iii) Siegfried Jager and Florentine 

Maier (dispositive analysis); (iv) Theo van Leeuwen (social actors approach); and (v) Ruth 

Wodak and Martin Reisigl (discourse historical approach). However, in the introduction to 

their latest edition of a key CDA text, Wodak and Meyer (2016) use the term “critical 

discourse studies” (CDS) instead, arguing that “CDA....was the term used in the 1990s and 

2000s” (p. 4) (even though many of the articles contained in the collection continue to refer 

to CDA). In their introduction to a special issue of the journal Discourse & Society, 

Krzyżanowski and Forchtner (2016) also refer to CDS as the broader version of CDA, 

which came about as CDA researchers began to recognize the limitations of their ideas and 

analyses (p. 254).10  

The group of scholars generally associated with CDA emphasize that it is not 

homogeneous and does not constitute a standardized set of methods or theories (e.g., 

Wodak, 2001; Reisigl & Wodak, 2009; Wodak & Weiss, 2005). Wodak and Meyer (2009) 

state that  

...it is important to stress that CDA has never been and has never attempted to be or to 
provide one single or specific theory. Neither is one specific methodology characteristic of 

                                                 
10 To avoid confusion, the articles included in this dissertation refer to “critical discourse analysis (CDA), also 
known as CDS”. 
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research in CDA. Quite the contrary, studies in CDA are multifarious, derived from quite 
different theoretical backgrounds, oriented towards different data and methodologies...Thus 
any criticism of CDA should always specify which research or researcher they relate to. 
Hence, we suggest using the notion of a ‘school’ for CDA... (Wodak & Meyer, 2009, 2016, p. 
5) 

Despite such heterogeneity, CDA is generally characterized by its problem-oriented 

interdisciplinary approach that aims at de-mystifying ideologies and power (Wodak & Meyer, 

2009, p. 3). CDA sees language as “social practice” (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997) and the 

context of language use to be crucial (Wodak & Meyer, 2009, p. 5), such that the relationship 

between any discursive event and the social structures framing it is dialectical, i.e., the event 

is shaped by, but also shapes social structures:  

...discourse is socially constitutive as well as socially shaped: it constitutes situations, objects of 
knowledge, and the social identities of and relationships between people and groups of 
people. It is constitutive both in the sense that it helps to sustain and reproduce the social 
status quo, and in the sense that it contributes to transforming it. (Fairclough & Wodak, 
1997, p. 258) 

The notion of discourse operative in CDA differs from other approaches in which discourse 

may mean, for example, language above the sentence level, or the view that discourse 

analysis should be approached in a detached (or objective) manner (Sinclair, 2004, cited in 

McEnery & Hardie, 2012, p. 134). CDA practitioners are neither objective nor detached. 

Rather, they take an explicit stance against forms of inequality enacted in societal structures 

(van Dijk, 2001), though see Smith (2010, p. 32), who attempts to be both detached and 

objective in his CDA study by stating that he is disinterested in and personally unaffected by 

his subject, Hugo Chavez. 

Although CDA studies tend to be diverse in terms of methods and objects of 

investigation, Fairclough and Wodak (1997) present eight key principles for CDA in general: 

1. CDA addresses social problems. 
2. Power relations are discursive. 
3. Discourse constitutes society and culture. 
4. Discourse does ideological work. 
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5. Discourse is historical. 
6. The link between text and society is mediated. 
7. Discourse analysis is interpretative and explanatory. 
8. Discourse is a form of social action. (pp. 271-280) 

The starting point for CDA studies, then, is with a social problem and its dialectical 

manifestation or enactment within social structures. The link between language and society is 

through context, meaning that CDA studies are more interested in social phenomena than in 

linguistic units per se (KhosraviNik, 2009; Wodak & Meyer, 2009). One of the key aims of 

CDA is to uncover hidden power and ideology as manifested in everyday language, as well as 

to make explicit how access to different public spheres contributes to power (e.g., Wodak, 

2007, p. 210). “Ideology” here refers to underlying or latent beliefs of everyday interaction, 

behaviours, and expected or typical ways of conducting activities in a given society. This is 

an important aspect for the present study, which began as a result of becoming aware, 

through everyday interaction, of a dominant ideology that had appeared to be natural and 

neutral. As Wodak and Meyer (2009) explain,  

In daily discussion, certain ideas arise more commonly than others. Frequently, people with 
diverse backgrounds and interests may find themselves thinking alike in startling ways. 
Dominant ideologies appear ‘neutral’, holding on to assumptions that stay largely 
unchallenged... (p. 8) 

Systematic and repeated action incorporating a dominant ideology is linked to power as 

constituted in social structures, where it is enacted and further reinforced through daily 

interaction. For CDA, therefore, power and ideology are not overt so much as covert, 

unnoticed because taken for granted in everyday interaction. Through the analysis of 

discourse, inequality or systematic discrimination against certain parts of the population may 

be detected. Such dominant or hegemonic worldviews continue to exist through the 

participation of the society as a whole, i.e., dominant views are co-constructed by different 

societal domains rather than in a uni-directional or imposed way. Through repetition, 
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qualities can become entrenched or naturalized, leading to stereotypes, where reference to a 

particular group, e.g., immigrants, might trigger qualities frequently associated with the term, 

e.g., illegal. These qualities are often presented as fixed or stable, with a simple cause-effect or 

uni-directional type relationship rather than a more complex and actively co-constructed 

one.  

This notion is neatly illustrated by Berger and Luckmann (1966) in their example of 

how knowledge is transmitted in a given society (i.e., making a distinction between 

“knowers” and “non-knowers”), which then comes to be taken for granted and objectified. 

In their illustration, transmission of knowledge (i.e., from knower to non-knower) may be 

done through a tradition such as that between a maternal uncle and a nephew reaching a 

certain age. The maternal uncle is the knower who transmits knowledge to the nephew. 

What is less visible in this practice is the social apparatus that accompanies or makes this 

enactment possible; the idea that maternal uncles do not transmit knowledge because they 

know it but rather know it because they are maternal uncles, is masked or less visible (p. 88). 

Two things are happening here: (i) categories or labels are constructed (e.g., “maternal 

uncle”, “nephew”, indicating a particular segment of population or society); and (ii) 

capabilities or values are assigned (“knower”, “non-knower”). In order for this to take place, 

social structures that construct the notion of maternal uncle as knowing are required. That is, 

there is active or collective dialectical participation in making such a notion exist, which may 

not be visible as it comes to be taken for granted through labels or associated assumptions. 

In other words, a stereotyped image is constructed, perpetuated and reproduced through 

multiple layers of interaction (e.g., political, economic, legal), not necessarily intentionally but 

as part of social practice, often in terms of in-groups and out-groups. According to Wodak 
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(2009, p. 319), this type of construction necessarily implies the use of strategies of positive 

self and negative other presentation (see also Reisigl & Wodak, 2001). 

Discourse historical approach (DHA) 

The discourse historical approach (DHA) is a branch of CDA and, as such, adheres 

to the principles listed above but also offers some distinctive features that give it a different 

perspective. The DHA was developed in the late 1980s by Ruth Wodak and her colleagues at 

the University of Vienna, hence it occasionally gets referred to as “the Vienna School of 

CDA” (Wodak, 2002, p. 18). The defining characteristics of the DHA were developed by 

combining historical, socio-political and linguistic dimensions to explore social phenomena 

such as racist discourse (Reisigl & Wodak, 2001), the discursive construction of national 

identity (Wodak, de Cillia, Reisigl & Liebhart, 2009), structural discrimination in different 

European countries (Wodak, 2009, p. 323), and organizational decision-making and team 

meetings (Kwon, Clarke, & Wodak, 2014; Clarke, Kwon, & Wodak, 2012; Wodak, Kwon, & 

Clarke 2011; Wodak, 2014). According to some of its proponents, since the 1990s the DHA 

has evolved to become one of the main currents in CDA (Wodak, Krzyżanowski & 

Forchtner, 2012, p. 160) and one of the major tools for systematic and in-depth analysis of 

collective identities (Krzyżanowski, 2005, p. 142). Furthermore, through its multimethodical 

and interdisciplinary approach, it is also having a significant impact on the research focus of 

other disciplines such as political science and policy studies (Oberhuber, 2005, p. 166). The 

analytical methods used in the DHA vary according to the type and size of the data, where, 

for example, the study of political speeches may focus on argumentation strategies more 

than does the study of a poster campaign, which would draw on other methods (e.g., 

KhosraviNik et al., 2012). 
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The main features that distinguish the DHA are its integration of multiple genres 

surrounding a particular issue, use of large data sets, interdisciplinary analysis, and attention 

to multiple layers of socio-political and historical context (Wodak, 2009, p. 311). The first 

study for which the DHA was developed, which traced how an antisemitic stereotyped 

image emerged in public discourse during Kurt Waldheim’s 1986 Austrian presidential 

campaign, provides a way to understand key features of this approach. One of the aims of 

this study was to address a “research deficiency” (Reisigl & Wodak, 2001, p. 94) on 

antisemitism. Up until that time, research in this area had been largely quantitative, consisting 

of statistical surveys designed to measure antisemitic prejudice. But such studies were not 

able to detect more subtle and hidden forms of antisemitic prejudice. For this reason, “a 

linguistic, discourse-analytical approach” (p. 94) was thought to be more useful. Analysis of 

the discourse about the “Waldheim Affair” involved working with authentic communicative 

data comprising “different strata of the Austrian public sphere” (Wodak, 2011, p. 352), such 

as TV, news broadcasts, newspapers, journals, political speeches, everyday conversations on 

the street, and opinion polls. The research team involved in the study came from three 

different fields – linguistics, psychology and history – which had an impact on the analytical 

methods used in the interpretation of the data. The categories developed by this 

interdisciplinary team “ultimately...led to the ‘discourse-historical’ approach” (Reisigl & 

Wodak, 2001, p. 99).  

What was also notable about the antisemitic stereotyped image was that, although 

antisemitic utterances were officially unlawful and considered taboo, such sentiments were 

widely circulating in various guises, whether through allusions, metaphors and other such 

indirect (or coded) means in the public domain, or explicitly in private conversations and 
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political meetings. With the help of their large and diverse dataset, the researchers discovered 

that the type of antisemitic statements depended on the context. In other words, they 

observed a “coded discourse of antisemitism” that was context-dependent (Reisigl & 

Wodak, 2001, p. 92), produced and reproduced by different segments of society that 

collectively perpetuated and co-constructed the stereotyped image (de Cillia et al., 1999; 

Reisigl & Wodak, 2001). 

Four levels of context 

The DHA has been referred to as a “context-sensitive theory” (Reisigl & Wodak, 

2001, p. xii) and a “context-dependent approach” (Wodak, 2011, p. 360), indicating the 

central role played by the concept of context. According to Wodak and Matouschek (1993), 

the importance of the analysis of context emerged from the variety of data (media texts, 

interviews, conversations) in their study of racist discourse against foreigners in Austria. 

Context therefore had to be defined in various ways to account for the many layers of 

discourse being analyzed (e.g., the legality of racist utterances in post-war Austria, historical 

attitudes towards foreigners, and specific events such as the Waldheim affair and the 

Viennese election campaign of 1991). The importance of context was further highlighted in a 

study on the discursive constitution of national identities, which showed how collecting data 

from different social contexts (political speeches, advertising campaigns, press articles, group 

discussions, and interviews) revealed processes of co-construction of national identity as well 

as relationships between official, semi-official, and quasi-private discourse and social practice 

(de Cillia et al., 1999, p. 23).  

In order to conduct a systematic analysis of context as well as to help minimize bias 

by means of triangulation and multiple sources of data, the DHA proposes a four-level 
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model of context as a heuristic: (i) the language of the text; (ii) intertextual and 

interdiscursive relationships between texts; (iii) institutional frames of the specific context of 

a situation; and (iv) broader socio-political and historical contexts (Wodak, 2001, p. 67; 

Wodak, 2012, p. 529) (see Figure 2.1). These are not hierarchical, nor does analysis have to 

proceed in any particular order, as contextual analysis can occur on many levels. Switching 

repeatedly between levels (i.e., between textual and contextual aspects) allows for exploration 

of the way discourses change according to socio-political context, reveals conflicting 

narratives, and shows how perceptions may have changed over time.  

 

Figure 2.1: The DHA's 4 Levels of Context (adapted from Wodak 2014, p. 47) 
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The analysis of a diverse range of genres according to the four levels of context thus 

differentiates the DHA from other CDA approaches (Titscher et al., 2000, p. 158). Studies 

utilize this model in different ways, not necessarily proceeding in any sequential order but 

considering all aspects as a whole and viewing them as different dimensions (see e.g., 

Engstrom & Paradis, 2015). For example, in their study on immigration in Austria, van 

Leeuwen and Wodak (1999) analyzed a range of texts that included the application 

documents involved, the laws relating to these, the broader context of immigration, and the 

debates on this issue in the media and in parliament. Such multi-dimensional analysis allows 

for the exploration of how discursive practices are interconnected with social structures 

(Wodak et al., 2009, p. 9), i.e., data from different social contexts allows for the unpacking of 

underlying agendas and ingrained attitudes (Wodak, 2014, p. 47).  

Discursive strategies 

In order to discover how a particular group is represented in the wider social 

context, the DHA examines how discursive strategies (i.e., systematic ways of using 

language) are used to construct in-groups and out-groups, leading to social exclusion or 

discrimination. As noted by Wodak and her colleagues, while discourses of difference and 

discrimination may vary in terms of the specific group in question, the discursive strategies 

and linguistic realizations tend to be very similar (KhosraviNik, 2010, p. 24; Reisigl & 

Wodak, 2001, p. 44), with construction of the “other” generally taking the form of a “they” 

group with negative qualities and a “we” group embodying positive ones. The term 

“strategy” refers to varying degrees of intentionality, from automatic to conscious depending 

on the context and purpose (see de Cillia et al., 1999). Furthermore, the DHA also assumes 

that the discursive construction of a particular group does not occur in a unidirectional top-
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down way (Reisigl & Wodak, 2001, p. 24), but rather is co-constructed by different segments 

of society (official, public, semi-private) through interaction in different domains, with each 

segment shaping and being shaped by others in a dialectical relationship (de Cillia et al., 

1999; Reisigl & Wodak, 2001). In other words, the stereotyped image is perpetuated and 

reproduced through multiple levels of interaction (e.g., political, economic, legal), not 

necessarily intentionally but as social practice. 

In order to discover how a particular group is represented in the wider social 

context, the DHA focuses on five types of discursive strategy used in the construction of in-

groups and out-groups: (i) nomination/referential (how are groups named?); (ii) predication 

(what qualities are ascribed to them?); (iii) argumentation (how are these claims justified?); 

(iv) perspectivation (from what point of view are these claims made?); (v) 

intensification/mitigation (are these overt or implied?). These strategies are closely related 

and often overlap. For example, nomination may encompass predication strategies in 

situations where the label already carries with it a negative or positive connotation (Reisigl & 

Wodak, 2001, p. 45 – see Chapter 7 of the present study). In other words, nomination on its 

own may be sufficient (i.e., used metonymically), making further attributions unnecessary. 

This can be seen in cases where things are alluded to or implied rather than mentioned 

explicitly. 

Combining corpus linguistics and CDA/DHA 

Combining qualitative and quantitative techniques within a single framework has 

grown in popularity and has been referred to as a “‘third approach’...where the very nature of 

interpretation is redefined” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; see also Marchi & Taylor, 2009). 
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Combining corpus linguistics and CDA was pioneered by Hardt-Mautner (1995) in her study 

of EC/EU discourse in the British press, where a clear mismatch between the qualitative 

approach (CDA) and the quantity of data to be analyzed required the use of corpus tools to 

aid the analysis. She initially intended to draw on CDA exclusively but  

the mainly qualitative methodology used in CDA proved ill-suited to handling the sizeable 
corpus that formed the basis of the study. It was this mis-match between the chosen 
framework and the nature of the data that led to the development of an alternative analytical 
procedure, combining the use of concordance programmes with CDA’s traditional 
qualitative analysis. (Hardt-Mautner, 1995, p. 1) 

Hardt-Mautner’s incorporation of corpus analysis into her CDA-oriented study 

demonstrated how the quantitative aspect lends credence to the findings as well as charts 

new paths for further exploration (see also Koller & Mautner, 2004). 

In another early study that combined corpus linguistics and CDA, Krishnamurthy 

(1996) investigated the use of the words ethnic, racial, and tribal in British newspapers, and the 

way repeated occurrences in particular contexts can influence public attitudes and opinions 

(p. 147). Salama (2011) used the “methodological synergy” of corpus linguistics and CDA to 

examine how different texts represent the topic of Wahhabi-Saudi Islam in different ways, 

revealing ideological representations. And Piper (2000) used a 950,000-word corpus to 

present a concordance-based analysis comparing individuals with people in the official literature 

of “lifelong learning” in Britain. The latter study revealed divergent agendas and power 

relations that only became evident through corpus analysis. Piper’s rationale for adopting the 

corpus-based approach here was to “enable the analysis to reach beyond an intuitive 

interpretation, based on one human brain’s reading of sampled texts, to the discovery of 

significant collocational patterns retrieved and presented from a much wider range of texts” 

(p. 520). Although not working explicitly within a CDA framework, the study design was 

informed by the criticisms levelled against CDA with respect to “over-generalized claims and 
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paucity of actual data” (p. 517). As a result, the study contributes in important ways to data 

collection and processing methods which are “clear, replicable, and...comprehensive in their 

coverage” (p. 538). 

Other studies using this combined approach have looked at the discursive 

construction of various groups, such as refugees and asylum seekers in UN and newspaper 

texts (Baker & McEnery, 2005), gay men (Baker, 2005), higher education (Mautner, 2005), 

the elderly (Mautner, 2007), refugees, asylum-seekers, immigrants and migrants (RASIM) in 

the UK press (Baker et al., 2008; Gabrielatos & Baker, 2008), nationhood and belonging in 

Quebec (Freake et al., 2011), and Muslims in the UK press (Baker et al., 2013a, 2013b). All 

of these studies report on the unique strengths of each approach, which when combined 

provide a much broader understanding of the subject under investigation, more confidence 

in the claims made about it, and even allow researchers to entertain new kinds of research 

questions through the use of a much larger dataset than would be possible using traditional 

CDA methods alone (Biber & Conrad, 2001, p. 335). For example, through corpus data, it 

becomes possible to observe how patterns of language are systematic and recurrent and help 

uncover ideologies of disadvantage. Thus, it is now possible to study “notions of typicality” 

(Koller & Mautner, 2004, p. 218), i.e., how widespread a phenomenon might be, in a given 

society (as was done in the present study) with more confidence due to a more 

representative dataset. Going beyond single texts to a large corpus allows for the exploration 

of quantitative patterns both synchronically and diachronically. 

A large dataset thus helps to address one of the most frequent criticisms levelled 

against CDA, namely that the analysis and generalized claims tend to be based on a handful 

of samples chosen by the researcher to prove their point (O’Halloran & Coffin, 2004, p. 279; 
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Widdowson, 2000, p. 17), and thus say more about the analyst than about the discourse 

being analyzed (Stubbs, 1994, 1997; Widdowson, 2000, 2004). A large corpus of thousands 

of texts allows researchers to gather more evidence for their claims and also helps guard 

against “cherry-picking” particular texts that confirm the researchers’ biases (Baker, 2006, 

2012; Baker & Levon, 2015).  

These studies also report on aspects of the data that might have been overlooked or 

lost were it not for the combination of approaches. For example, Freake et al. (2011) would 

not have found the minority (i.e., rarer or less frequent but salient) discourse if they had 

relied solely on corpus data and not conducted an in-depth CDA analysis on a downsampled 

collection. On the other hand, Baker et al. (2008) found elements of a positive prosody or 

aura in their corpus data that was not found in the downsampled collection being analyzed 

by the CDA team. Thus, combining the analysis of large corpus data with in-depth CDA 

analysis can realize the benefits of both while mitigating some of the limitations. 

This may be one reason why there has recently been a growing interest in combining 

corpus linguistics with CDA. Using corpus-based analysis is one way to provide CDA with 

the broad base of evidence it otherwise lacks. Although at first glance the two approaches 

seem incompatible, i.e., “quantitative dissection of text appears to be at odds with CDA’s 

commitment to analysing coherent discourse at all linguistic levels” (Hardt-Mautner, 1995, p. 

3), it is this very difference that seems to make them such great allies. For example, if a 

research project is interested in discovering how a particular word is used in newspapers, 

corpus linguistics can be used to find the instances of use, whereupon CDA can be used on 

a selected sample for in-depth analysis, with the results of the two approaches confirming 

one another (or not) (see Baker et al., 2008). Corpus-based analysis also offers explicit 
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methods of data collection and the ability for results to be corroborated by other researchers 

(Stubbs, 1997), both of which are seen as lacking in CDA. Mautner (2009b) observes that as 

neither qualitative nor quantitative evidence speak for themselves but require interpretation, 

“surely, any improvement in CDA’s empirical credentials ought to be welcome” (p. 133). 

In their study of the discursive construction of refugees and asylum seekers in the 

UK, Gabrielatos and Baker (2008) argue that while corpus linguistics helps address criticisms 

of CDA methodology (i.e., arbitrary selection of texts, small number of texts or text 

fragments, subjective interpretations rather than analysis), corpus linguistics by itself would 

not be sufficient and should be used together with CDA:  

Corpus analysis does not usually take into account the social, political, historical, and cultural 
context of the data...we would recommend that such a methodology only form part of the 
analysis, informing and being informed by a critical discourse analysis approach. (pp. 33-34) 

Since then, a more integrated framework for corpus-based critical discourse analysis has 

been developed, in which corpus data works with a CDA interpretive framework as a 

combined (hybrid) approach, drawing on both rather than each working independently or 

one being subservient to the other. For example, in their study on the representation of 

Muslims and Islam in the British press, Baker et al. (2013) use CDA concepts to inform their 

interpretation of corpus data, moving from a broad descriptive stage to a more interpretive 

and explanatory stage that draws on wider social, political and historical information to gain 

deeper understanding of how groups may be systematically marginalized. Another study that 

illustrates this integrated approach well is Hunt’s (2015) analysis of how male and female 

body parts are written about in J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series. Using concepts of 

collocation and discourse prosody, Hunt is able to draw out how female characters are 

depicted as lacking power in relation to males through seemingly innocuous descriptions of 

various body parts. Hunt argues that such patterns are revealed through large corpus data 
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(i.e., three books comprising 324,287 words) and might be missed using smaller samples for 

textual analysis. The move to a more integrated approach combining corpus and (critical) 

discourse analysis is reflected in the title of Baker and McEnery’s (2015) book Corpora and 

discourse: Integrating discourse and corpora.11 

The number of studies combining these two approaches continues to increase, with 

researchers using both corpus-driven and corpus-based methods, rather than operating 

under a strictly binary distinction. That is, researchers begin with a more exploratory corpus-

driven approach and then become more corpus-based as the analysis gets more focused (e.g., 

Ädel, 2010; Baker, 2011; Baker et al., 2013a; Germond et al., 2016). This movement from 

broad frequency-based questions to more in-depth qualitative forms of analysis is also 

reflected in Baker and Egbert (2016), where the 10 studies discussed are organized on a 

continuum beginning with the most corpus-driven and moving to more corpus-based 

analysis, although the authors do reiterate the point made by McEnery et al. (2006) that the 

distinction between the two is “fuzzy” (p. 11) and that most analysis falls somewhere in 

between the two extremes.  

                                                 
11 It should be mentioned that there appears to be a distinction in the literature between studies that are 

positioned within corpus-based CDA and those that are under the corpus-assisted discourse studies (CADS) 
branch, a name coined by Partington (2004). While this distinction is often not clear-cut, with studies 
considered corpus-based CDA being subsumed under the larger CADS umbrella term (e.g., McEnery et al., 
2015; Salahshour, 2016), a clear distinction is made by Partington et al. (2013), who emphasize that “CADS is 
not tied to any particular school of discourse analysis, certainly not, for instance to critical discourse analysis 
(CDA). Unlike CDA, it has no overarching political agenda” (p. 10, emphasis in original). A distinction is also 
noted by Baker and McEnery (2015), who highlight the absence of “critical” in CADS, which seems to position 
it as different from other corpus based CDA studies. Rejecting the word “critical” may be a way to distance 
CADS research from CDA, perhaps because, as discussed by Partington (2004), CDA has been “bitterly 
lambasted for a cavalier approach to data and for allowing political commitment to obfuscate analytical 
methodology” (p. 13). Baker et al. (2008), draw attention to the word “assisted” in the CADS name, saying that 
neither should be “subservient to the other” (p. 274) as this word implies. Rather, each should contribute 
equally to the methodological synergy. 
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In-group/out-group construction 

A number of studies have used the DHA and corpus linguistics together to explore 

how in-groups and out-groups are discursively constructed. For example, Potts (2015) 

focused on the use of nomination and predication strategies to explore how American 

newspapers reported on the impact and aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, which hit the US in 

2005. One of her main aims was to gain a deeper understanding of American ideologies by 

analyzing how a group of social actors is constructed in the wake of a major natural disaster, 

based on the assumption that ideological systems and values are enacted through 

institutionalized communication. Nomination strategies used to construct in-groups and out-

groups were first identified, followed by the analysis of predication strategies which 

attributed positive or negative values to the different groups through the use of adjectival 

collocations. The study found emphasis on ethnicity and poverty, rather than the emotional 

states that one might expect in a context of disaster, and concluded that such construction 

“strongly favours objectification, segregation and othering” (p. 302). Such values were not 

always realized explicitly but often by association with other out-groups. 

Another study combining DHA tools and corpus analysis investigated in-group and 

out-group construction in articles and policy documents of two British political parties 

(Engström & Paradis, 2015). For this study, the discursive strategies were integrated with the 

DHA’s model of context and used in the analysis as a whole, i.e., moving from the 

descriptive micro level of particular words and phrases in the corpus to the broader macro 

level of the social context. Nomination strategies focussed on how the parties referred to 

themselves (i.e., the in-group) and how they constructed immigrants (i.e., the out-group). In 

both cases, membership categorization through naming was found to be the most 
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fundamental discursive strategy. In-group membership was signalled primarily through the 

use of the party name, which served not only to identify the parties but also to differentiate 

them, i.e., helping them to stand out as different from the other parties. Out-group 

membership was signalled through the use of the words refugees, immigrants and asylum seekers. 

The study found that predication strategies were used to construct unique competencies of 

both political parties, as well as to deny accusations of racism or extremism. However, for 

the out-group, a negative discourse prosody was found through the use of negative pre-

modifying collocates (e.g., illegal, unskilled, unemployed). Through collocation analysis, the study 

found that the out-group was constructed negatively in three main ways: legal status, 

quantification and origin. In this way, both political parties used the same type of language to 

construct an “us” (the political parties and the “true” British people) and “them” (the not-

really-British) scenario. 

Studies exploring such discourses of difference and discrimination have tended to 

focus on those in which minority or vulnerable groups are out-groups, while the majority is 

the in-group. In contrast, the present study looks at a situation in which it is the minority 

that is constructed as the in-group while the majority emerge as the out-group. Although this 

appears to be a reversal of the usual positive-self and negative-other construction, the same 

sorts of discursive strategies can be found (see Chapter 8 for details). The present study also 

combined corpus-driven and corpus-based methods to identify salient features (e.g., the 

construction of in-group/out-group) that emerged from the corpus data, which were then 

analyzed in more depth. 
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Summary 

This chapter has described the theoretical and methodological framework for the 

present study, which combines corpus linguistics and CDA. Key concepts in corpus 

linguistics, CDA (and in particular, the DHA branch of CDA) were discussed, as was the 

relatively new approach of integrating the two, illustrated with reference to some of the 

studies that have used such an approach. The next chapter provides a critical review of the 

historical development of the IB over the past 50 years. In keeping with the DHA’s key 

principle, it examines multiple genres from different public spaces to investigate the 

intertextual relationships in order to “detect and depict disfiguring of facts and realities” 

(Wodak, 2001, p. 70).
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Chapter 3 

Critical review of literature on the IB 

Introduction 

This chapter provides a detailed and critical summary of the IB from its beginnings 

in the 1960s to the present day, both to expand on some of the aspects of the IB that were 

beyond the scope of the four articles that constitute the present study, and to provide the 

documentary and contextual evidence upon which a combined corpus-based discourse-

historical analysis (DHA) depends. Of particular note here are the discrepancies between 

various accounts of the history of the IB, on the one hand, and the intertextuality that much 

IB information relies on, on the other, which helps to make “distortion[s]...complete and 

systematic” (Wodak, 2001, p. 70). 

As discussed in the previous chapter, in addition to working multimethodically, an 

important aspect of the DHA is to “integrate a large quantity of available knowledge about 

the historical sources and the background of the social and political fields in which discursive 

‘events’ are embedded” (Wodak, 2001, p. 65), i.e., to draw on multiple sources of 

information surrounding a particular issue to focus on its historical dimension. In this way, 

important relationships with other texts (intertextuality), as well as the social, historical and 

political dimensions of the issue may be discovered. Furthermore, drawing on multiple 

sources and intertextual relationships helps to guard against presenting “simplistic and 

strongly biased historical narratives” (Blommaert, 2005, p. 240). 

The chapter comprises six sections. Section one outlines the different sources for the 

social, historical and political dimensions of the IB. One of the problems with the IB 

literature is that much of it is produced by the IB organization itself or by practitioners, 
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which raises the concern of bias. It is important, then, to look at multiple sources, including 

dissertations/theses and the popular press (see Bunnell, 2015; Cambridge, 2008), to gain a 

better understanding of the issues. This section also discusses some issues with IB research. 

Section two provides a historical overview of the IB and its development over five 

decades, identifying key figures and texts, as well as the broader social and political context 

from which the IB emerged, which plays an important part in the way the IB is viewed today 

more as a UN-type humanitarian agency than a curriculum for kindergarten to grade 12 (K-

12) students. This section also highlights the variation evident in different accounts of IB 

history. 

Section three seeks to disambiguate “the IB program” into its three component 

parts: Diploma Program (DP), Middle Years Program (MYP), and Primary Years Program 

(PYP).12 These often get lumped together under the IB label, giving the impression that they 

were developed together and evince a natural progression that forms the “IB continuum”. 

However, they were in fact developed independently. Therefore, it is important to examine 

their particular histories and how they came to be part of the IB, to highlight the ways in 

which they differ from the DP.  

Section four discusses the spread of the IB from its initial niche as a curriculum for 

international schools to the global enterprise it is today, identifying recurring themes in the 

literature and key research on the IB in North America. 

Section five discusses perceptions of the IB and some of the key studies frequently 

cited in the literature, paying particular attention to the relationship between the IB and 

university admission.  
                                                 
12 The IB organization introduced a fourth program in 2012 called the Career-related program (IBCP). Little is 
known about it and when mentioned in the literature, tends to be referred to in passing without further 
discussion.  
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Finally, section six discusses one criticism of the IB that has emerged, particularly 

from non-Western contexts, namely, that it is Eurocentric. 

IB Research 

Sources 

The primary source of publicly available information on the IB is material published 

on the IB website (www.ibo.org), which comprises many different types of documents, such 

as program information; research studies; information for schools, universities, students, 

parents, researchers, governments, and media; magazines and newsletters; and information 

specific to each of its regions. A password-protected section for members houses detailed 

information on curriculum and assessment, as well as other resources and discussion groups.  

As many researchers have noted (e.g., Bunnell, 2011d; Doherty & Shield, 2012; Hill, 

2013; Elliott, 2014; Tarc & Beatty, 2012), much of the research available on the IB is 

generated by the organization itself, with a dearth of peer-reviewed and independent 

research. This was also noted in the research review the IB organization published for its 40th 

anniversary, in which the author stated that most of the sources identified in his initial search 

turned out to have been published by the organization itself. As such “the majority of these 

have been rejected for inclusion because they cannot be seen as impartial” (Cambridge, 2008, 

p. 5) and also because many were simply descriptive, with no critical evaluation. As the 

author of the report explains, the primary source of data for the IB therefore came from the 

“growing body of literature that is reported in unpublished master’s and doctoral 

http://www.ibo.org/
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dissertations and theses” (p. 5). Nine such dissertations were included, dating from 1992 to 

2006.13  

Issues 

Bunnell (2011d) states that the IB has always been difficult to study and analyze 

because of its rapid growth and because the major authors are IB protagonists. For this 

reason, he cautions the researcher to “tread carefully through the literature for signs of bias 

or exaggeration...in particular to separate ‘facts’ from the ‘myths’, and the IB has its fair share 

of the latter” (p. 166). When reviewing different studies on the IB, then, researchers need to 

be aware that such studies may unwittingly rely on information that may not be impartial 

(see Daly, 2012; Elliott, 2014; Hill & Saxton, 2014, for examples of biased references). 

The IB organization is heavily involved in research activity and continually produces 

reports on studies, either completed or in-progress, which are posted in the research section 

of their website.14 However, these studies are not independent and therefore, as Cambridge 

(2008) stated, cannot be seen as impartial. The same could be said about research produced 

by the International Baccalaureate Research Unit (IBRU) at the University of Bath and the 

Journal of Research in International Education (JRIE) (IBO, 2006). The first issue of this 

“international peer-reviewed journal” was published in September 2002 with a logo stating 

“in cooperation with the IBO”, and began with an editorial by Jeff Thompson, Professor of 

Education at the University of Bath and Academic Director of the IB organization. 

Although the IB website currently lists JRIE on its “Research resources” page, it also states 

                                                 
13 It is unclear why a number of earlier studies were not included in the report (e.g., Remillard, 1978; Wagner, 
1978; Crouch, 1979; Salomon, 1981; Rowell, 1983; Kroll, 1984; Bagnall, 1994). Since 2010, the IB organization 
has issued a similar report every year, showing a steady increase in the number of articles and dissertations, 
which provides one indication of the increasing interest in IB programs. 

14 See http://www.ibo.org/research/research-resources/ 
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that the journal is not affiliated with the IB organization but frequently contains research 

articles relating to the IB (IBO, 2017i). The editorial board, however, consists of a number 

of IB-affiliated personnel (e.g., Jeff Thompson, George Walker (former Director General), 

Ian Hill (former Deputy Director General)). 

Lack of empirical research 

In their study of the IB in Australia, Doherty and Shield (2012) also noted another 

problem with research on the IB: 

There has been little rigorous empirical research on the IB. Published work tends to be 
practice- or advocacy-based, anecdotal, small scale survey with convenience samples or 
essayist critique. What empirical research is available is limited by sampling only IB graduates 
or students without any comparative foil, and failing to account for the effect of selectivity 
when reporting its outcomes. (p. 314)15 

The author of the 2008 research review, published “in response to demand from a wide 

variety of stakeholders” (Cambridge, 2008, p. 2), noted that “[a]t present, the profile of 

research relating to the IB Diploma Programme in the academic literature is not high and the 

extent of published literature relating to the IB Diploma Programme is sparse” (Cambridge, 

2008, p. 5). Following this, the IB organization published a similar review for 2010, which 

stated that “[i]t is the first attempt of what we hope will become a regular update of the 

research available in the field” and that “[a]s we tried to be as inclusive as possible when 

compiling these references, no value judgments were made on the validity of the findings or 

rigour of the studies included here” (IBO, 2011, p. 1). For this second review, the IB 

Research Department found 41 pieces of research on the IB. Similar statements introduce 

the research reviews for 2011 (75 pieces of research), 2012 (97), 2013 (101), 2014 (114), 2015 

                                                 
15 For example, Xi (2015) uses a case study approach to examine the IB and power relations enacted amongst 
students, teachers and managers at one school in China. The study does not seek to be representative, but 
invites readers to vicariously experience the events and determine whether it is applicable to their own unique 
situation.  
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(117), and 2016 (116). These reports appear to include all the available research, not only that 

produced by the IB, and thus are a useful resource. 

However, despite such an abundance of research activity, the scarcity of empirical 

research to support IB claims regarding curricular outcomes is a constant refrain in the 

academic literature (Bunnell, 2008a; Frank-Gemmill, 2013; Green & Vignoles, 2012; Kyburg 

et al., 2007; Panich, 2001; Rhodes, 2007; Tarver, 2010; Tarc & Beatty, 2012). Furthermore, 

there is also concern about possible bias in those empirical studies that are commissioned by 

the IB organization (Hanover Research, 2010; Tarver, 2010; Tarc & Beatty, 2012). This can 

be illustrated by comparing two different studies on the impact of the DP on student 

outcomes in Florida. The first, Caspary and Bland (2011) and Caspary (2011), commissioned 

by the IB organization, suggests a positive correlation, whereas the second report by May et 

al. (2013), an independent study, found that the selection bias regarding student participation 

in IB programs was so large that “comparing IB and non-IB students in this statewide 

context is like comparing apples and oranges” (p. 6). Yet the 2011 IB-commissioned studies, 

both available on the IB website, are regularly cited in IB publications as evidence for 

curricular outcomes (e.g., IBO, 2010a, 2014c, 2016a). 

Cambridge (2008) also highlights problems with validity and reliability in studies that 

attribute a cause-effect relationship between student participation in the DP and academic 

performance, such as Hinrichs’s (2002, 2003) study comparing DP (Diploma Program) and 

AP (Advanced Placement) students, which found that the DP did increase students’ 

international understanding. Cambridge suggests that  

[l]inking participation in the IB Diploma Programme to observed outcomes can be 
naive and simplistic because it is methodologically unclear whether participation in 
a given programme of study is a direct antecedent of outcomes, or whether both 
participation and outcomes are confounded with another variable. Students 
following the IB Diploma Programme may be viewed as a self-selecting 
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group...[t]here is currently a dearth of valid and reliable knowledge addressing the 
‘value-added’ effects of participation in the IB Diploma Programme. (Cambridge, 
2008, pp. 22-23) 

However, a three-page report issued by the IB organization called Preparation for University 

Success appears to have somewhat altered the import of Cambridge’s comments: 

The IB literature review on the Diploma programme indicated that, although 
existing research on University outcomes for IB students is sparse and piecemeal, it 
is suggestive of the fact that IB graduates tend to be successful in University 
(Cambridge, 2008). (IBO, 2010b) 

Hayden and Wong (1997), from the IB Research Unit (IBRU) at the University of Bath, also 

questioned the relationship between participation in the IB and subsequent student 

performance:  

...our research suggests that perhaps rather more caution should be exercised in 
making claims directly relating to the curriculum itself. All of those questioned 
confirmed the view that becoming more international in outlook is an attribute 
generally associated with students who have followed an IB programme. What is 
not clear, however, is the extent to which such attributes develop as a result of the IB 
programme. (p. 358, emphasis in original) 

Furthermore, a report published by the IB organization on Canadian high school students 

enrolled in the IB cautioned that  

...many schools have instituted criteria for admission into the IBDP at their 
school...This indicates that students are admitted into the program because they are 
intelligent and highly motivated. Individuals should take this into account when 
comparing IB students to the overall population. (IBO, 2003, p. 6) 

Yet a 2011 press release issued by the organization claimed that a new (IB-

commissioned) study showed that not only do IB students perform better at universities, but 

are also more likely to gain higher-paying employment (IBO, 2011), implicitly attributing this 

to the IB. The question of whether enhanced student performance results from participation 

in the IB is often raised, yet despite the cautionary statements made by its own research 

department, the IB publishes numerous reports, brochures and promotional publications 

implying that there is such a relationship. The contradictions between IB promotional 
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material and statements in its research reports are often hidden by the sheer volume of the 

material involved, and only become evident through close intertextual examination.  

Contested histories 

Key texts on the history of the IB often cited in the literature come from those who 

were involved in the early development of the IB: Alec Peterson (1972, 1987), the first 

Director General (1968-1977) and usually referred to as the founder of the IB; Gerard 

Renaud (1974), the second Director General (1977-1983); Robert Leach (1969), from the 

International School of Geneva (Ecolint), who created the first IB syllabus for history; 

Martin Mayer (1968), from the Twentieth Century Fund, which provided crucial financial 

support for the IB in its early years; and Elizabeth Fox (1985) from the United Nations 

International School (UNIS) in New York. Since 2001, the key source for historical 

information has been Ian Hill (2010), Deputy Director General of the IB from 2000 to 2012. 

These accounts vary, however, in regard to the historical development, key figures, and 

origins of the different programs. Such inconsistencies are widely reported in the literature 

(see e.g., Clissold, 2012). In some cases, discrepancies arise not just between accounts from 

different authors (e.g., Fox, 1998; Hill, 2001, regarding main architects of the IB), but also 

between different accounts by the same author, as will be discussed below. 

When was the IB created? 

Even a fairly straightforward question as to when the IB was created gets different 

answers depending on the source. Most documents indicate that the organization was 

founded sometime in the 1960s, although the specific years vary (e.g., Berkey, 1994; Bunnell, 

2008a, 2015, 2016). In terms of origins, a few authors have even traced the beginning of the 
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IB as far back as the end of the “Great War of 1914-1918” (e.g., Hill, 2001, p. 11) or to 1950, 

“in the aftermath of the horrors of the Second World War” (Hill & Saxton, 2014, p. 43). 

This origination story is notable in that it links the IB to war and conflict, perhaps to give the 

IB a humanitarian aura. 

One reason for this variation in founding dates seems to be the change in name and 

legal status of the organization. It first started out as the International Schools Examination 

Syndicate (ISES), registered in Switzerland in 1963 (Fox, 1985, p. 56; Postlethwaite, 1970, p. 

505). As Tarc (2009) points out, the name reflected the centrality of assessment to the IB, 

which was the way it could ensure a common curricular framework (p. 47). Referred to by its 

founder as “an unfortunate name” (Peterson, 1972, p. 11), the IB was seen by some to be a 

traditional subject and exam-driven curriculum (e.g., Remillard, 1978) rather than innovative 

in terms of its pedagogical approach.  

Bunnell (2008a) views Peterson’s (1972) account as “one of the most comprehensive, 

and probably accurate, for this period” (p. 411), although Peterson himself notes that his 

version of the history of the IB is personal rather than official, since he was intimately 

involved and is therefore not able to be detached or objective. For this reason, he suggests 

that Mayer’s (1968) book provides “the only objective, though sometimes very critical, 

description of the early days of the IB” (Peterson, 1987, p. xii).  

According to Fox (1998), the IB arose out of a practical concern among parents 

frequently required to move from country to country as a result of diplomatic or other types 

of international work, and whose children, therefore, had to move schools and change 

curricula. This resulted in students with fragmented and disparate credentials, which meant 

that these “global nomads” (Langford, 1998) had difficulty gaining admission into 
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universities of their choice (i.e., in their home or other western countries). Such students 

were also disadvantaged by lack of access to the high standards of education available in 

their home countries. It became clear to teachers, parents, and “a number of highly placed 

international civil servants grouped in Geneva” (Hill, 2002, p. 20) that what was needed was 

an “internationally acceptable school-leaving credential whose standards reflected the highest 

common factor in all subjects required by admissions policies of universities in different 

countries” (Fox, 1998, p. 65). Since the universities of choice were primarily British, French, 

German and North American, the new curriculum was designed with these in mind, 

resulting in what is arguably a Eurocentric bias to the DP curriculum (discussed further 

below). This has been a focus for a number of researchers, who point out that although the 

DP claims to be international, it remains western in its epistemology (e.g., vanOord, 2007), 

and its adoption in non-western cultural traditions may in fact lead to “cultural dissonance” 

(Drake, 2004). 

Over its 50-year history, the IB has grown increasingly popular in the publicly funded 

education systems of Australia, the United States, the United Kingdom16 and Canada (e.g., 

Bagnall, 1994, 2010; Bunnell, 2011a, 2011b, 2012; Daly, 2012; Paris, 2003; Tarc & Beatty, 

2012). With this move into publicly-funded schools, issues of equity (i.e., only some have 

access) and the associated debasing of local/national curricula have come to light (e.g., W. 

Baker, 2014; Doherty, 2009; Resnik, 2012; Tarc, 2009; Whitehead, 2005). Across diverse 

countries, from Tanzania to Canada, Singapore to Australia, the consensus seems to be that 

the IB is better than anything else on offer. This is somewhat surprising, given the difficulty 

in achieving a consensus about something as emotionally charged and ideologically divisive 

                                                 
16 In a recent article, Bunnell (2015) reports on a sudden decline of the IB in the UK after experiencing 
momentous growth placing the UK as the third highest in number of IB schools (after the US and Canada). 
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as education. But the IB manages to cut across these political and cultural divides and seems 

to achieve a level of unity not evident in any other system of education/curriculum. For 

example, as noted by Conner (2008), the IB diploma manages to satisfy two highly contested 

areas of education reform in the US, the more conservative view of standards-based high-

stakes testing and the progressive idea of educating the whole person. Another early study of 

the IB in US schools noted how the need for education reform had been pressing but only 

the IB was able to bring all the different stakeholders – students and parents, teachers and 

administrators, policy makers, the business community and the community at large – to the 

table in agreement (Gilliam, 1997). 

IB programs and the IB ‘continuum’ 

Another issue evident in the literature is that the three different IB programs are 

often lumped together as “the IB program”, giving the impression that they were developed 

together, or suggesting that the requirements for the diploma program apply to the other 

programs (e.g., Chichekian, 2011; Resnik, 2009; Spahn, 2001). The Diploma Program was 

the only IB program for 30 years (Hayden & Thompson, 2011), and its multi-faceted 

curriculum has been described in detail frequently. Since it was the only IB program for such 

a long time, the early literature tends not to distinguish between “IB” and “DP”, often using 

both interchangeably. This has resulted in some confusion (conflation) after the addition of 

other IB programs, which are all often referred to with the same “IB” acronym. As Bunnell 

(2011c) notes, many commentators refer to “IB” when they mean “DP” (p. 263). In order to 

fully understand how these programs differ, they need to be examined separately, as 

discussed below. 
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The Diploma Program (DP) 

Origins of the DP 

According to Peterson (1972), the idea of the IB (DP) was first conceived by a group 

of teachers at the International School of Geneva (Ecolint) and the International Schools 

Association (ISA) in 1962, which he describes as that “of an international university entrance 

examination which could be taken in any country and recognized in any country” (p. 9). He 

refers to a $75,000 grant from the Twentieth Century Fund in 1963 to investigate the 

possibility of such an international examination (p. 11). In his later book, Peterson (1987) 

states that the IB “breakthrough” happened when “it ceased to be a pipe-dream at the 

International School of Geneva and began to become a reality” as a result of a $75,000 grant 

from the Twentieth Century Fund in 1965 (p. xii). In both accounts, emphasis is firmly 

placed on the IB as a vehicle for university admission. 

The Twentieth Century Fund was represented by Martin Mayer, who was charged 

with conducting a feasibility study of the IB project. Mayer’s (1968) report states that the 

need for an international examination arose out of the diverse student population at one 

international school and the university admission requirements they had. Mayer argues that 

the IB was not “an exercise in international cooperation” (p. 10) but rather a way to cope 

with the multiplicity of national university entrance examination requirements. Furthermore, 

he points out that although everyone is committed to world peace and understanding, 

governments are more likely to be motivated by national interests, such as the strengthening 

of American schools for the US, than being “wholly international in their purpose” (p. 14). 

Emphasis in this account of the IB again seems to be on the pragmatic aspect. 
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Mayer’s description of the situation at Ecolint during this time provides an important 

and rare critical perspective, which “caused quite a sensation in America” (Peterson, 1987, p. 

xii). The teachers at Ecolint, it appears, were fixed in their ideas and not open to the 

opinions of other participants. At conferences discussing different IB subjects, “People were 

invited not as bargainers for their own national systems, but as sympathizers with the 

Geneva project” (p. 218). As such, there was a lost opportunity to achieve valuable insights 

through discussion. Instead, the meetings seemed to draw only those who were dissatisfied 

with their own national systems and therefore supported the IB: “Participants in the 

meetings who raised objections based on national experience...were considered hostile and 

were not invited back” (p. 219). Interestingly, Mayer accused the IB organization of 

“parochialism” (p. 219), a term which IB representatives themselves have on occasion used 

to refer to national education systems (e.g., Walker, 2002). Mayer argues that the 

organization’s parochialism “created false perceptions of reality” with their use of the term 

“international education” to describe “struggling and confused schools” searching for a 

better procedure. As such, international education in the form of the IB became presented as 

“an established procedure intrinsically better than any national system of education” (p. 219, 

emphasis in original). Assertions were made in the absence of any comparative analysis with 

existing national examinations, despite the existence of much research in such areas. Mayer, 

therefore, calls into doubt the IB organization’s “claim to embody the best of national 

systems” (p. 232). 

Another oft-cited source for IB history is Fox (1985), which provides an important 

North American perspective on the reasons for the IB’s increasing popularity. Fox also 

emphasizes the ideals of internationalism, as might be expected from a school for UN 
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students. Berkey (1994) alludes to similar ideals with reference to Ecolint by linking its 

history with that of the IB: “The origin of the International Baccalaureate can be traced to 

Ecolint, the International School of Geneva...established in 1924...to serve the children of 

employees of the League of Nations” (p. 11), which suggests the origins of the IB lie in the 

interwar period. On the other hand, Bunnell (2011d) locates IB roots “in the Cold War, in 

1962, at the peak of the Cuban missile crisis” (p. 167). 

DP curriculum 

When the International Schools Examination Syndicate (ISES) became the 

International Baccalaureate in 1968, there was only one IB program: the two-year diploma 

designed for the final two years of secondary school, which involved the completion of six 

subjects, three at a higher level and three at a subsidiary level. In addition, three core 

components were also required, the Theory of Knowledge (ToK), Extended Essay (EE), 

and Creative, Aesthetic, Social Service (CASS). ToK was designed to critically evaluate 

assumptions underlying different disciplines; the Extended Essay was an original piece of 

independent research on a topic chosen by the student and supervised by a school teacher; 

and CASS required students to engage in community service activities. According to Fox 

(1998), the inclusion of these three special requirements “give the IB Diploma Programme 

its character as a total, integrated curriculum” (pp. 68-69). By providing students with 

opportunities for reflection, critical thinking, research, and community service, the IBDP 

aimed at educating “the whole person” (Fox, 1998, p. 68). Berkey (1994) adds that the IB 

curriculum was based on the notion that every student should receive a broad liberal arts 

education, with the three core components being part of this idea. The “IB curriculum” is 

thus understood to mean all the components required by the DP, i.e., six courses plus the 
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three core components. In completing these, students obtain breadth and depth as well as 

the other key aspects (e.g., critical thinking, community service, independent research) that 

together make for a comprehensive curriculum. 

As Director of the Department of Educational Studies, Oxford, one of Alec 

Peterson’s areas of research dealt with upper secondary curricula. In creating the DP, 

Peterson maintained that recognition of this new qualification was highly important. 

Peterson’s military service in the Second World War provided him with government contacts 

“that greatly assisted the acceptance of the IB by ministries of education and governments” 

(Hill & Hayden, 2010, pp. 66-67). Gérard Renaud, the second Director General of the IB 

organization (1977-1983), worked closely with Peterson to develop the DP. Together, 

Peterson and Renaud identified the expectations of universities along with what they 

believed were the key competencies for education, and therefore developed a curriculum 

incorporating what they took to be the best elements of different educational systems. The 

resulting DP curriculum was thus a synthesis of French, British, German and American 

concepts that was felt to achieve a balance between national and international perspectives, 

and which combined an emphasis on both depth and breadth of knowledge, on the one 

hand, and theoretical and practical learning on the other. The DP was thus considered a 

“comprehensive curriculum” because it was designed to be acceptable for university 

admission and incorporated elements from different systems to meet university requirements 

(Berkey, 1994, p. 6; Peterson, 1972; Renaud, 1974). 

Diploma vs. individual courses 

In one of the first studies conducted on the IB in Canada, Bagnall (1994) reported 

that less than 1% of the student population in his sample completed the full diploma, while a 
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much higher percentage took individual courses. Although this is considered an option, the 

IB organization sees the IB as consisting of the full diploma, with individual courses being 

an alternative for students “unlikely to be proceeding on with tertiary studies” (p. 119). 

According to Mathews & Hill (2005), however, the only way that the IB could achieve 

success in North America was by allowing students to take individual courses rather than the 

full diploma since individual course selection was the style they were accustomed to as a 

result of the system in place in US high schools. As they report, the prevailing view was that 

“less ambitious students” (p. 39) would opt for individual courses rather than the full 

diploma. 

In an early and frequently cited source on the IB in the US by Thomas Grexa (1988), 

assistant dean of admissions and international student specialist at the University of Virginia, 

describes how the IB diploma’s different components could address deficiencies in the 

American education system. However, he also mentions that students were permitted to take 

fewer than six subjects and thus qualify for individual course certificates. These certificates 

were also awarded to those who “fail to meet all the [diploma] requirements” (p. 3). A report 

for the IB organization issued that same year by Philip B. Thomas (1988a, 1988b), a 

counsellor and IB coordinator at the International School of Geneva, stated that one issue 

particular to the US and Canada was that a large number of students, rather than taking the 

diploma, were taking individual IB courses on subjects such as Psychology and Economics 

that were generally not found in their high school curriculum. In addition, there were also 

students who failed to complete all their diploma requirements and thus qualified for only 

individual certificates for each course successfully completed, and were categorized as 

“certificate candidates” (Thomas, 1988a, p. 7). It is notable that both Grexa and Thomas 
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associate IB benefits with the completion of all diploma requirements, not with single 

courses. Indeed, as Thomas notes, students were being encouraged to complete the diploma 

by the IB organization so that they could enjoy the related benefits. What is significant here 

is the notion that those students who do not manage to complete the diploma, i.e., fail to do 

so, or those who do not intend on proceeding to university, are then awarded certificates for 

courses they do complete. This aspect tends to be absent in current IB literature, where 

individual courses are generally referred to as the “IB Certificate Program” or the “partial IB 

program”, which shifts the focus from “individual course” to “program” thereby helping to 

maintain the link with the diploma and its curricular benefits (see Chapter 8). 

The other IB programs 

The idea of students as “creative, critical and reflective thinkers” (IBO, 2014d) was 

expanded in 1994 to encompass students aged 11-16 in the Middle Years Program and, in 

1997, students aged 3-12 in the Primary Years Program (the DP is for students aged 16-19). 

According to the IB organization, this “continuum of international education” available to 

students from age 3-19 is “unique because of its academic and personal rigour…promoting 

the education of the whole person through an emphasis on intellectual, personal, emotional 

and social growth” (IBO, 2014d). The expansion of the DP curriculum is often presented as 

a natural progression for the IB, since the organization claims that in order to develop the 

skills necessary for success, students must not only become the kinds of active learners and 

critical thinkers envisioned but do so from an early age: “The IB must begin at age three. 

Without the foundations of the primary years the later years will never yield their full 

potential” (Bartlett, 1998, p. 90). However, a significant difference between the DP and these 

later additions is that they were not developed for students interested in university entry, as 



71 

noted by Barnes (1998): “both the MYP and PYP are intended for all children in the specific 

age ranges...whereas the Diploma Programme can be described as appropriate for the hard-

working, college-bound student” (p. 45). 

The Middle Years Program (MYP) 

The MYP is often described as “joining” or being “added to” the IB in 1994 as a 

curriculum for students aged 11-16, followed by the Primary Years Program (PYP) in 1997 

(e.g., Bunnell, 2008b, 2011d; Powell, 2002). The impression conveyed in the literature is that 

they were developed by the IB and are closely linked to the DP, i.e., students naturally 

progress from one level to another. However, this appears not to be the case when the 

literature is examined in more depth. According to Stobie (2005), the MYP was developed in 

the late 1980s by the International Schools Association, a separate Swiss-based organization, 

as the International Schools Association Curriculum (ISAC) and was so named until the IB 

organization took over its management in 1994 (see also Hayden & Thompson, 2011). 

Unlike the DP, therefore, it did not begin as an “IB product” (Bunnell, 2013), and 

interestingly, instead of Geneva as origin, this curriculum was first discussed at the 1980 ISA 

conference held at the International School Moshi in Tanzania.  

One little-known aspect relevant to the IB in Canada is that “some 27 schools in 

Quebec had been doing the MYP as the former ISA curriculum and implemented it in 

French in 27 state schools...all of these schools have since been authorized as IB MYP 

schools” (Hill, 2010, p. 139). Despite over two decades under the IB emblem, however, 

Hayden and Thompson (2011) refer to it as “still a relatively new programme” which is as 

yet little researched (see also Bunnell, 2011c; Chapman, 2011). 
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The Primary Years Program (PYP) 

Like the MYP, the PYP did not begin as an IB product. As described on the IB 

website, the idea for a primary years program for students aged 3 to 12 was first discussed at 

a 1990 European Council of International Schools (ECIS) conference in Rome (IBO, 

2015a). This program was called the International Schools Curriculum Project (ISCP) until it 

was “formally adopted by the IB in 1997” (Bunnell, 2011c, p. 261). As with the MYP, 

descriptions of the PYP tend to be attached to detailed descriptions of the DP and its 

history (e.g., Powell, 2002; Tarc & Beatty, 2012). 

Disambiguating the IB ‘continuum’: rebranding/conflation 

A 2014 description of the IB ‘continuum’ on the IB website reads as follows: 

What started life as a single programme for internationally mobile students preparing for 
university, has today grown into four programmes for students aged 3 to 19. (IBO, 2014e) 

However, the version that appears on the website at present (May 2017) reads as follows: 

The International Baccalaureate® (IB) offers a continuum of international education. The 
programmes encourage both personal and academic achievement, challenging students to 
excel in their studies and in their personal development. (IBO, 2017e, emphasis added) 

In this later version, reference to different programs is erased. Shifting the focus to 

“personal and academic achievement” and presenting the programs as a single unified whole 

or “continuum”, gives the impression that a seamless and natural progression occurs from 

start to finish, with all programs sharing the same qualities. 

The idea of a continuum of IB education has been questioned most frequently by 

Bunnell (e.g., 2008a, 2010, 2011a, 2011b), who points out that only a handful of schools 

around the world offer all three programs and that the “IB continuum, as a product, has 

been a global failure” (Bunnell, 2011b, p. 73). Nevertheless, in a later book responding to the 

attack on the IB by a conservative group in the US, he does say that “it is probably too soon 
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to dismiss it as a ‘failure’” (Bunnell, 2012, p. 30). Bunnell further states that the “IB as a 

system of education defies reality” (p. 31) and that each of the programs functions more as a 

standalone (Bunnell, 2011a, p. 175). Chapman (2011) also questions the concept of 

continuum or progression assumed by the three programs, which were “developed at 

different times and in relative isolation” (p. 195). Although the three programs are presented 

as a continuum by the IB organization, few schools offer all three, with the majority of 

schools offering only one program.  

IB-related literature is notable for its inconsistent and conflationary use of the 

different names for programs. For example, Doherty (2009) refers to “Early Phase 

curriculum” and “Middle Years curriculum” (p. 77) instead of the Middle Years Program 

(MYP) and Primary Years Program (PYP). The use of acronyms for the different programs 

also tends to be inconsistent. For example, the IB diploma program is referred to variously 

as “IBDP”, “DP”, “IBD”, or “IB DP”. These acronyms are a veritable “alphabet soup” 

(Bunnell 2007, p. 357), which seems to have been recognized by the organization, as in 2007 

it produced an “English to IBese dictionary: To help you communicate with the locals” 

(IBO, 2007a). To further complicate matters, the IB organization changed its name from 

“IBO” to simply “IB” in 2008 (Bunnell, 2011c, p. 262), launching “its new visual identity” 

and thereby becoming “a brand rather than an organization” (Bunnell, 2011a, p. 177). As a 

result, “IB” is now used to refer to (i) the organization itself; (ii) the whole system of 

education from kindergarten to diploma (also referred to as the IB Continuum); or (iii) any 

one of the programs (often the DP) without specification, thereby conflating different 

curricular requirements and standards.  
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The DP and the other IB programs are further conflated in descriptions that 

mention the different components of the DP (i.e., six subjects plus three core components) 

even when the program being discussed is the MYP or PYP (see Chapter 8 for an example 

of this type of conflation). This misconception has on occasion been adverted to in the 

literature, with, for example, a distinction made between the MYP, described as a framework 

and the DP as having strict requirements for university entry (Hayden & Thompson, 2011; 

Chapman, 2011; Bunnell, 2011c; Stobie, 2005). What becomes apparent is that the different 

components of the DP tend to be drawn on widely (if superficially), whilst very little 

information about the PYP or MYP is visible in IB descriptions. This may help explain why 

a recurring theme in the literature is that IB programs are either not clearly understood or are 

unknown (e.g., Hahn, 2003; Bunnell, 2011c, Spahn, 2001; Tarver, 2010; Daly, 2012).  

Leach (1969) discusses the two very different approaches to international education 

found in the DP and the MYP, the former an “elite syllabus and examination structure at the 

conclusion of secondary international education” designed to meet the “rigorous selectivity 

of continental universities in their admissions policy”, the latter a “child-centred project-

oriented education” (p. 78). Furthermore, as Hayden and Thompson (2011) state, “the IB 

makes clear that schools should not expect to be supplied with detailed curriculum 

documents” but rather provides a framework “within which each school develops its own 

written curriculum” (pp. 16-17). They also point out that assessment of the MYP is purely 

internal (p. 16), making it fundamentally different from the externally assessed DP. The 

MYP and PYP have been referred to as “shell curricula” (Bagnall, 2010, p. 134), simply 

codifying good teaching practice (IST teacher, personal communication) without providing 

concrete content for the classroom. Evaluation of students is also only conducted internally 
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by teachers. Given these differences, the only commonality that unites these three is their 

shared mission statement (Hayden & Thompson, 2011, p. 14).  

In summary, descriptions of the IB in different domains and by different 

stakeholders tend to present it as a single unified program, despite their different origins and 

requirements of the three component programs. Furthermore, the attributes of hard work 

and scholarly skills usually associated with the strict requirements of the DP get tagged to the 

IB label in general. The conflation that this gives rise to seems to be at the root of much of 

the misunderstanding about the IB. In her study on IB discourse, Hahn (2003) points to the 

difficulty in the understanding of the IB curriculum because of the room it offers for 

interpretation and the different ways it is incorporated into schools (p. 20). Others have also 

remarked on the lack of understanding of IB programs (e.g., Bunnell, 2011c; Daly, 2012; 

Kroll, 1984; Spahn, 2001; Tarver, 2010). Rowell (1983) makes an interesting observation in 

her study of IB implementation in Edmonton that a “veneer of consensus” (p. 132) was 

constructed by presenting an official point of view that excluded divergent views. She 

suggests that this was indicative of an absence of understanding of the program, and 

differences only emerged as understanding deepened. This may provide one possible 

explanation as to why the responses from participants surveyed in different studies are very 

similar, as found in this research project and also reported widely in the literature (e.g., 

Bagnall, 2010; Clissold, 2012; Duarte, 2012; Mayer, 2006; Verneuille, 2011; Poelzer, 1994 

cited in Wilkerson, 2005). 

Pragmatism vs. Idealism 

Reviewing the historical sources, it becomes apparent that a subtle shift in emphasis 

seems to have occurred between the older sources and the newer ones, with the former 



76 

emphasizing the more pragmatic aspect of the IB (i.e., university admission) and the latter a 

more idealistic version (i.e., world peace). Such differences are important as they are used in 

different studies to emphasize particular aspects (a notion Reisigl & Wodak (2001) call 

“perspectivation” (p. 45)). In some cases, simply by referring to the source material used, a 

reader can predict the angle of the study. For example, according to Hill (2002) the idea for 

the diploma program came about as a result of an interest in the “promotion of world peace 

and international understanding” (p. 19). In another account of IB history, Hill begins by 

describing the aftermath of the “Great War of 1914-1918” and the “terrible manner...in 

which nations were distrustful and intolerant of each other” (2010, p. 15). Using the League 

of Nations and Ecolint for context, he presents the emergence of the IB in 1965 as the 

natural culmination of efforts of “unpaid enthusiasts for international education” (p. 46). 

The university admission aspect is less central than in either Peterson’s or Mayer’s accounts. 

Hill and Saxton (2014) list three main reasons for the creation of the IB:  

 to develop critical thinking skills, holistic learning, life-long education, and affective 
education via community service;  

 to foster international mindedness, an appreciation of multiple perspectives, promotion 
of intercultural understanding, and consideration of solutions to major global issues 
leading to world peace; 

 to offer a globally recognised university entrance qualification, thus facilitating student 
mobility across frontiers. (p. 44) 

The order in which they present their three main reasons places more emphasis on the 

idealistic aspect of the IB than on the pragmatic aspect of university admission, which is 

consistent with the other historical accounts authored by Hill, mentioned above.  

Bunnell (2011d) argues that even the name “IB” suggests a compromise between the 

two conflicting reasons for its development, school leaving certificate or education for global 

peace, reflecting the dilemma plaguing its identity from the start, i.e., whether it was in fact a 

pragmatic university entrance qualification or an idealistic entity focussed on world peace (p. 
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178). This issue has also been discussed by other researchers (e.g., Tarc 2007, 2009) and the 

IB Research Unit (Cambridge & Thompson, 2004). Spahn (2001) provides what he claims is 

the first official mission statement of the IB organization: 

Through comprehensive and balanced curricula coupled with challenging assessments, the 
International Baccalaureate Organisation aims to assist schools in their endeavours to 
develop the individual talents of young people and teach them to relate the experience of the 
classroom to the realities of the world outside.  

(IB Annual Report, 1996-1997, p. 2, cited in Spahn, 2001, p. 16) 

This contrasts strikingly with the IB mission statement available on the website at present, 

which seems to focus more on ideals of intercultural understanding and world peace: 

The International Baccalaureate aims to develop inquiring, knowledgeable and caring young 
people who help to create a better and more peaceful world through intercultural understanding and 
respect.  

To this end the organization works with schools, governments and international 
organizations to develop challenging programmes of international education and rigorous 
assessment.  

These programmes encourage students across the world to become active, compassionate and 
lifelong learners who understand that other people, with their differences, can also be right. (IBO, 2017f, 
emphasis added) 

Once again, the shift in focus from curriculum and academic attainment, with words such as 

classroom and teach, to values and attitudes pertaining to international understanding, is clearly 

evident.  

Growth of the IB in North America 

United States 

The US has the greatest number of IB schools in the world (38.9%), with 1,809 as of 

July 2017 (IBO, 2017g). This has led some researchers to refer to an American “imbalance” 

(Bunnell, 2011b), and to argue that the IB’s home is the US (Bunnell, 2011b; Spahn, 2001). 

Peterson (1987) gives three main reasons for the growth of the IB in North America: (1) 

public dissatisfaction with the public education system; (2) the IB North America (IBNA) 
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office in New York operating as an independent organization with its own budget; and (3) 

the extremely efficient promotion of the IB conducted by the IBNA in the region through 

workshops and presentations (p. 137).  

Dissatisfaction with the US education system 

The adoption of the IB in the US is generally attributed to dissatisfaction with the 

existing education system, which was seen as providing choice and flexibility at the expense 

of academic rigour (Bunnell, 2008a; James, 2005; Matthews, 1989; Mathews & Hill, 2005). 

For example, Grexa (1988) first states that “American public education is being criticized” 

(p. 2) and then explains how the different components of the IB diploma are of value and 

can address the deficiencies found in the American education system. According to Berkey 

(1994), interest in the IB grew as a result of recognition and concern about “the problem of 

apathy in American high schools” and a resulting “call for excellence” (p. 8). He notes that 

there was significant growth between 1982 and 1993, and attributes this increase to two 

factors: (i) the reform movement that arose as a result of a number of national reports (e.g., 

A Nation at Risk, 1983) stressing the need for curricular reform in American secondary 

schools that was evident from the decline in test scores; and (ii) a concern about the absence 

of intellectual challenge for university-bound students in the US. The IB curriculum was 

seen as able to address these different areas of concern (see also Conner, 2008, on her 

discussion of how the IB satisfies everyone).  

H. Gilbert Nicol (1982), executive director of IBNA, in discussing the unexpected 

popularity of the IB in North America, indicates that secondary education reform was not 

part of its plan, which was rather to facilitate entrance to universities by students who 

completed their secondary education in another country. In other words, the plan had more 
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to do with pragmatic university entrance requirements than with idealistic educational 

reform. The change in focus to domestic students stemmed from the interest in American 

education reform. Furthermore, the increase in recognition of the IB by universities in 

Canada and the US also provided students elsewhere with more institutions to which they 

could apply. However, the key factor for the IB’s growth in these countries is that neither 

country has a national system of education, a point also noted by Peterson (1987, p. 134). 

IB North America (IBNA) 

The International Baccalaureate North America (IBNA) branch of the IB 

organization, an independently incorporated foundation located in New York and existed 

until 2009 (Bunnell, 2012), mounted a campaign in the early 1980s to promote the IB as a 

program of academic excellence providing a challenging curriculum for gifted students. 

According to O’Connor (2011), “[a] significant portion of the program’s growth is attributed 

to its effective marketing” (p.1), a point reiterated by Bunnell (2011b), who says that the IB 

“had a powerful marketing and training presence in the form of the IBNA” (p. 71). 

However, Abrioux and Rutherford (2013) claim that “[t]he IB has never yet run a marketing 

campaign to enroll more schools” (p. 5), a point that Bunnell, confusingly, also seems to 

agree with, stating that the IB “has never undergone any formal advertising or marketing and 

relies totally on word of mouth comment” (2011a, p. 185).  

Peterson (1987) points out that this growth also occurred as a result of the 

decentralized US education system, in which education is a state rather than federal 

responsibility:  

It is not difficult to see why in such an educational climate some high schools concerned for 
academic excellence began to think of introducing an IB track. Because of the 
decentralization of the American system they were free to do so. (p. 138) 
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Walker (2005) also notes the importance of the absence of a national or centralized 

education system, but adds another reason for growth, i.e., the key role played by the 

regional associations in promoting the IB:  

The United States and Canada share one very important advantage for the IB and that is the 
devolved nature of their public education systems. The more heavily centralized the system, 
the more difficult it is to penetrate (France provides a very good example of this principle) 
and here I want to acknowledge the importance of the different IB sub regional groups that 
do a huge amount of effective lobbying and explaining at a state and provincial level. There 
are no fewer than 6 in Canada and 15 in the US: societies, leagues, associations, 
organizations, coalitions and guilds. (p. 7) 

Introductory seminars and workshops offered by the IBNA and its sub-regional groups 

proved to be a key factor in generating interest from schools and increasing IB membership. 

These workshops were gradually replaced by presentations made at gatherings of teachers 

and administrators, a practice that continues to this day at conferences such as the Ontario 

University Registrars’ Association (OURA) conference held annually and the Association of 

Registrars’ of Universities and Colleges in Canada (ARUCC) conference held biannually.17 

Financial problems 

A lesser known aspect of this success story in North America is the financial 

difficulties the IB organization experienced in its early years. Early studies on the 

development, growth and change of the IB organization (Kroll, 1984; Remillard, 1978; 

Wagner, 1978) provide a rare glimpse into the situation at that time depicting an organization 

unable to function because of financial woes and experiencing great difficulty in gaining 

traction in North America. Kroll (1984) focuses on this issue, arguing that support from 

various foundations was insufficient to guarantee the organization’s future and therefore led 

                                                 
17 It is also interesting to note, for example, that the president of ARUCC until 2016, Andrew Arida, Associate 
Registrar, Student Recruitment & Undergraduate Admissions from the University of British Columbia, is a 
member of the IB College and University Recognition Task Force (CURT) (ARUCC, 2014), whose mandate is 
to assist North American universities in “their strong desire to aggressively attract IB Diploma candidates to 
their campus” (IBO, 2014f). 
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to cutbacks (p. 83). For this reason, the increase in the number of schools offering the IB 

was financially helpful (p. 84), as revenue is generated from examination fees and school 

subscriptions. According to Rowell (1984, p. 92) and Remillard (1978, p. 100), the financial 

crisis experienced by the IB organization in 1976 may have prompted the decision to “go 

public” and move away from the original focus on private international schools. They 

speculate that when UNESCO funds were not forthcoming, the IB organization’s attention 

shifted to the “ambitious intellectual elite in the public sector” (p. 92; cf. Remillard, 1978, p. 

100). These financial difficulties tend to be hidden or backgrounded in the predominantly 

“celebratory accounts” (Doherty, 2013, p. 381) of the IB usually presented. 

Peterson (1987) also describes the financial difficulties of an organization continually 

having to solicit funds from other parties. The only way for it to avoid the threat of closure 

was to become financially independent: 

...if IBO as a whole was to become financially viable...it must seek a swift and substantial 
increase in the number of IB schools, and that under current conditions such an increase 
could only be found in North America...There can be little doubt that without the 300% 
growth of North American IB schools between 1980 and 1985, a period when the number 
of IB schools in the rest of the world grew by approximately 33%, IBO as a whole might 
have foundered. (p. 147) 

He goes on further to say that “it has to be remembered that it was only in the free and 

unregulated system of North America that expansion of this kind in the public system was 

possible and that it was from this expansion that the money was being provided” (p. 152). It 

seems ironic in light of this information that the IB is thought of as “Swiss-based”, and is 

attacked by a conservative group in the US18 for being foreign or UN. However, as Peterson 

points out, it was primarily the IBNA’s independent status and thus able to raise funds 

without ties to the parent organization, that made it grow in North America. This because 

                                                 
18 See Truth about IB (TAIB) at http://www.truthaboutib.com/ 
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US donors who were willing to provide funds to support the IB also wanted their 

contributions to be used for the benefit of American education rather than an international 

organization in Geneva (p. 141). With the IBNA as a separate entity, they were reassured 

that their donations would remain in North America. 

There is little discussion of the business and financial aspects of the IB organization 

in the literature. In most versions of IB history and the creation of the DP, emphasis is 

placed on the idealistic vision of the founders. However, implementation of IB programs is 

costly, which proved to be a serious handicap for the organization in its early days and a key 

reason for its difficulties in gaining a foothold in North America (see Kroll, 1984, and other 

early dissertations). Since the financial burden is prohibitive, this raises the question about 

who is paying for the IB in the public schools (see Baluja & Hammer, 2012, the Globe and 

Mail investigation). In the purview of elite private schools, either internationally or in-

country, wealthy parents are willing to pay the extra costs for the IB, but this becomes 

problematic in the context of publicly funded schools, where budget cuts to education are an 

ongoing issue. 

While much of the literature focuses on the expansion and adoption of IB programs 

in schools, citing increasing numbers around the world, little is mentioned about schools that 

withdraw or decide to discontinue the program due to high cost and low student enrolment. 

For example, in the Regina School Board, since individual courses were more popular than 

entire programs, the Regina School Board decided that the US-based Advanced Placement 

(AP), which offers individual university or college academic credit courses for secondary 

students, was a more affordable option and made more sense than the expensive IB diploma 

that students were not choosing (Regina Board of Education, 2016). Spahn (2001) mentions 
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that a number of schools (more than 138 since 1975) had withdrawn from the program after 

being granted authorization, the time span for this occurrence ranging from as little as a few 

months to as long as 17 years. He points to different reasons why schools decided to give up 

on the program, such as declining enrolment and lack of interest, lack of adequate support 

(i.e., among administration, faculty, students, parents, IB organization), high cost, school 

preparation, and frustration with the IB bureaucracy. He also describes problems with 

implementation of the program at schools, an issue that comes up in a number of studies 

(e.g., Rowell, 1983 in Alberta; Rodway, 2008 in Ontario; Connell, 2010 in PEI; Sills, 1996, in 

Cairo; Gilliam, 1997, Parker, 2000, Batey-Stepancic, 2006, Mayer, 2006, Pascoe, 2016, 

Meadows, 2017, in the US). Some studies mention the division resulting from “IB” and 

“non-IB” as a major negative effect of implementing the program, resulting in friction 

between students and faculty (e.g., Spahn, 2001; O’Conner, 2011; Parker, 2000; Doherty & 

Shield, 2012). 

Canada 

Although the rate of IB growth in Canada was initially greater than that of the US 

(Thomas, 1988a), and Canada in 1974 already had an IB program in the country as a result 

of the United World College of the Pacific in British Columbia, there is relatively little 

written about it. For example, in his discussion about the exponential growth of the IB in the 

US, Bunnell (2011b) only glances at Canada even though the growth appears to be equally 

great (p. 72). The first (and, to my knowledge, only) study to focus on the IB in Canada as a 

whole (rather than in a particular province or specific school) was conducted by Bagnall 

(1994), and is frequently cited in the literature. Bagnall’s research provides a basis of 

comparison for the present study, in terms of the development of the IB in Canada. At the 
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time of Bagnall’s study, there were 47 “IB schools”, whereas as of May 2017 there were 375 

(see Figure 3.1). One of the contributions of the present study is thus to provide a more 

contemporary account that covers the country as a whole. 

 

Figure 3.1: Number of IB schools in Canada  

Of these 375 schools, 301 are public schools. The province of Prince Edward Island (PEI) 

was the last to introduce the IB into its schools (see DiGiorgio, 2010 & Connell, 2010 for 

details of program implementation in this province).  

When describing the popularity of the IB in North America, the general trend in the 

literature seems to be to subsume Canada under the US, thus making it appear that the 

dissatisfaction with the public education system in the latter was present in Canada as well. 

According to Bagnall (1994), there was a view in Canada that the standard of education was 

deteriorating (p. 116), on the basis of which the DP came to be considered as an alternative. 

However, Walker (2005) states that “[i]n Canada the situation was different and the quality 

of public education was much better regarded” (p. 2). Peterson (1987), for his part, notes 
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that the expansion in Canada was initially faster due to the absence of the AP program in 

Canadian schools, and the existence of a United World College that served as a model that 

the US did not yet have (pp. 150-151). He also mentions that an annual grant to the IB 

organization of $5,000 was made by Canada’s External Affairs Department (p. 148), but 

attempts to obtain additional funding from the Council of Education Ministers of the 

provinces failed except for an individual contribution by Alberta (p. 148). However, growing 

interest in Canada as a result of the IBNA campaign through introductory seminars and 

teacher training workshops (cf. Rowell, 1983 on the importance of these workshops) 

brought additional funds from Gulf Canada and Imperial Oil (p. 149).  

Studies on the IB in Canada 

Alberta 

Rowell’s (1983) study of the IB in Edmonton schools is the first Canadian study 

available. Implementation of the IB was accompanied by a booklet used by the IB 

organization to advertise its program entitled Restoring Challenge to Secondary Education, which 

thus evoked the notion of deficiency and falling standards in schools. Rowell argues that the 

title of the booklet provided Edmonton trustees and administrators with the justification for 

adopting the program, and also addressed those who believed that the academically gifted 

were being neglected. In this way, public opinion regarding the quality of education in 

Edmonton was further reinforced (p. 143). A number of phrases, such as academically able, 

intellectual challenge, enrichment, international education, and prestigious program, came to be associated 

with the IB during the period under study. Such phrases created an image of success but did 

not describe what would actually happen in the classroom. However, they did serve to 

legitimize its adoption by the Edmonton public school district (p. 143). Furthermore, the 
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credibility of the program was important for trustees, who were not prepared to gamble on 

an unknown program. This credibility came from “its wide acceptance by universities” and 

also “by its prestige as the curriculum of many multinational schools and private schools” (p. 

68).  

Ontario 

Two studies have recently been conducted in Ontario. The first, Tarc and Beatty 

(2012), looks at perceptions of students enrolled in the DP at one school, to gain insight into 

how they viewed their experience in terms of (1) benefits and drawbacks of the DP; (2) how 

well it prepares students for further academic study; and (3) the degree to which it fosters 

international mindedness. As with other such perception studies frequently cited in the 

literature (e.g., Paris, 2003), they are more exploratory than evidentiary and tend to be closely 

tied to the specific school being studied, with results being “suggestive rather than 

numerically significant” (Tarc & Beatty, 2012, p. 357). 

The second study (W. Baker, 2014) examines the adoption of the IB in Ontario 

schools through the lens of neoliberal education reform, in which schools are forced to 

compete with one another in order to remain financially viable through increased student 

enrollment. One way they do this is by distinguishing themselves through offering the IB as 

a “curricular choice” (p. 12). The study explores (i) whether access to the IB is equitable 

across the province; (ii) the reasons that Ontario public schools choose the IB as an 

alternative curriculum; and (iii) how the DP differs from the Ontario curriculum. Important 

findings were that there is a policy vacuum regarding the IB in Ontario that allows local 

school boards to make diverging decisions (e.g., who can enrol and how much parents are 

charged), that access to the IB is not equitable, and that the DP offers advantages beyond 



87 

those of the Ontario curriculum, “in effect creating a private school atmosphere in public 

education” (p. 127). 

Echoing the idea of curricular choice is the more recent development of “niche 

programming” as one way to attract students and thereby forestall school closure due to 

declining enrolments. A recent article in an Ontario newspaper announced that a school in 

the neighbourhood was “on death row” and facing potential closure due to declining student 

enrolment (Leslie, 2017). The author suggested that one way to save the school would be by 

introducing “an IB program”. By doing so, the author argues, the school would not only 

“stand out from the crowd” and have the potential to become a “top-notch community 

school”, but would also “draw students from beyond its boundaries” and “attract local 

middle-class families”. Similar reports can be found in other Canadian provinces where 

schools facing “the chopping block” are saved from closure by the introduction of IB 

programs. Not only do these programs boost a school’s profile through increased enrolment 

and funding, but since students in IB programs are said to perform better than “non-IB 

students” (IBO, 2017h), the school itself can become a better performer through higher 

scores on provincial or international ranking systems.  

Prince Edward Island 

The adoption of the IB in PEI, the last Canadian province to take it up, was 

examined by DiGiorgio (2010) using ethnographic case study on two high schools in the 

province that were to receive funding for the implementation of the IB. The aim of the 

study was to understand the process of implementation through interaction with parents, 

students and educators by means of observations, interviews and document analysis. 

Interviews were carried out with parents, students, teachers, and administrators. Document 
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analysis focused on communication between schools, home and the public through various 

media sources (newspapers, radio & television, internet, school and department websites), 

and found that parents are the driving force behind students’ decision to enrol in the 

program. Parents wanted the program for more stimulation and better preparation for 

university and used their position as taxpayers in public education to get their voices heard 

(p. 283). This echoes Resnik (2012), who also commented on the increase in viewpoints 

when public money is involved. DiGiorgio’s study provides valuable insight into the types of 

issues that arise when the IB is introduced into schools, such as conflicts or differences of 

opinion about the program amongst teachers and students, which appears to depend on the 

type of leadership, the teachers, and how the IB works in relation to existing school 

programs. It also points to the potential exclusion of the rest of the school from the IB. 

DiGiorgio’s conclusion was that “The application of IB to public schools-within-schools is 

quite different from the original IB goal of global citizenship and internationalization” (p. 

290), which seems to contradict earlier statements by the IB which emphasized that it was 

not a competitor but rather an alternative to existing national curricula (Thomas, 1988b, p. 

13). 

This study is interesting because it examines two provincially funded schools located 

in close proximity, and shows how the IB worked very differently due to the particularities 

of each context. Throughout the literature, a recurring theme is that there is no typical IB 

school, that every school is unique (Conner 2007; Clissold 2012; Hara, 2011; Rodway 2008; 

Rowell 1983; Gilliam 1997; Spahn 2001; Samore 1992), and that success in every case 

depends on a number of factors, especially on the teachers (Peterson 1987; Bent 2009; 
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Parker 1996). Yet dominant discourses surrounding the IB construct it as a single entity, 

whether in reference to IB schools, IB programs, or IB students (see Chapter 8). 

British Columbia 

A study that is frequently cited in the literature is Taylor and Porath (2006), 

conducted in BC, with DP graduates from two public schools. Participants were asked to 

respond to a survey consisting of 20 statements about the IB with Likert-scale responses 

ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree and seven open-ended questions. The aim 

was to solicit from these graduates “their retrospective views of the DP experience”, (p. 

151), i.e., about whether they felt the program had benefited them. The two different groups 

represented those who had just graduated and were beginning their first year of post-

secondary education and those who had finished university and were well into their careers. 

The majority agreed that the IB curriculum stimulated them intellectually, provided breadth 

and depth, critical thinking, and time management skills, and felt they were better prepared 

for their postsecondary studies than those who had not been in the DP (p. 155).  

Perceptions of the IB 

University recognition/transfer credit 

A change in university perception regarding the IB can be found in the 10 years 

between Kroll (1984) and Berkey (1994). Kroll stated that the DP was not recognized by 

most public universities in the US, primarily because they were only interested in the higher 

level courses rather than the other DP requirements, which he attributes to the lack of 

understanding about the nature of the diploma as a comprehensive program of study. 

However, by the time of Berkey’s study, both American and Canadian universities 
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recognized the DP as a credential for admission purposes and some even granted transfer 

credit or advanced standing for higher level DP courses. Some institutions granted transfer 

credit for individual “certificates” (p. 25), and some diploma holders could enter 2nd year, 

depending on the institution. Tarver (2010) and Daly (2012), driven by a stated desire to see 

the IB treated on par with the AP, conducted studies on IB perceptions of US university 

admissions personnel and the transfer credits awarded for IB courses, as they both believed 

that the IB was not getting due recognition because of universities’ lack of understanding of 

the IB. Interestingly, they also note the point made by earlier authors, namely that more 

students in the US take individual IB courses than the full diploma, showing that while 

perceptions of universities might have changed, student preferences have not. 

The IB organization also regularly issues reports on perceptions of admissions 

officers which are published on their website. For example, on June 25, 2015, in reference to 

a report by ACS International Schools on its survey of university admissions officers at 80 

UK institutions, the organization issued a press release, University Admissions Officers suggest DP 

as best preparation for workplace and university, which stated that this was the 10th annual report 

to show such results and that the views of admissions officers had remained constant for 

over a decade (IBO, 2015b). The report also noted that the study was conducted in 

partnership with the IB organization. On October 11, 2016, another press release, University 

admissions officers favour DP over A Levels was issued, referring to the 11th annual report on UK 

admissions officers’ ranking of three exam systems against factors such as “encouraging 

independent inquiry”, “encouraging citizenship”, and “developing self management skills”. 

According to this report, the DP ranked at the top and “all UK university admissions 

officers surveyed agreed that being able to think and learn independently is the most 
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important element in students being ready and equipped to thrive at university” (IBO, 

2016b). The press release reports that “all surveyed” were of the view that, compared to the 

DP, some qualifications are “single minded” and do a poorer job of developing other 

qualities valued by universities (such as independent study, time management, essay writing 

and referencing). The press release further adds that 

A high proportion of admissions officers (63 percent) say they would accept a DP student 
even if they hadn’t completed every aspect of the programme because they appreciate the 
value of the all-round academic education that the DP offers, and they value the 
contribution these students will make to the university course. (IBO, 2016b) 

The results presented in the press release are then legitimized by reference to another official 

body in the UK, the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA): 

The results of the report are supported by figures released earlier this year from a study 
conducted by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA), which revealed that DP 
students have a 57 percent greater likelihood of attending one of the top 20 UK universities 
than their peers who study A Levels. (IBO, 2016c)

 
 

However, the HESA report was itself produced for the IB organization (HESA, 2016; IBO, 

2016c). In other words, one IB-affiliated report makes claims about perceptions and 

comparisons and than cites another IB report to support its claims. This type of intertextual 

“bootstrapping” is evident in much of the literature that is generated by the IB, where 

opinions and anecdotes about the IB expressed in one document are then cited as 

“evidence” of the DP’s superiority, thus constructing an image of a curriculum superior to 

all others. 

For example, although there are issues in linking student performance to 

participation in the IB (e.g., Green & Vignoles, 2012; May et al., 2013), studies purporting to 

show such causal links continue to be done and cited, leading to advantages and 

characteristics being associated with IB students. Berkey (1994) cites Sjorgen and Vermay 

(1986), who examined records of three groups of students at one college in the US: an AP 
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group (n = 64), a French Baccalaureate group (n = 18), and an IB diploma group (n = 15). 

Based on this study, the authors identified six advantages that IB students have “over 

students who have studied under less demanding programs” (Berkey, 1994, p. 26). 

According to the authors, not only do IB students have these advantages, secondary schools 

also benefit by establishing a reputation for sending better students to universities (see also 

Torre-Halscott, 1992, for a list of IB student characteristics). 

However, an earlier study is far less definitive in ascribing higher levels of academic 

performance to IB students. Grexa (1988) charted the progress of 100 students divided into 

three groups at the University of Virginia – AP, IB, and neither – and found it was 

reasonable to say that IB students performed “at least as well as their counterparts from the 

same or other schools that do not offer the IB” (p. 5). What is noticeably absent in this study 

is results showing that IB students outperformed other students.  

An important aspect that tends to get overlooked in comparisons between students 

enrolled in IB programs and those who are not is that there are often strict admission criteria 

for entry into IB programs, with students required to be high academic performers as well as 

skilled in other extracurricular aspects. As such, students who gain entry into the IB are 

already high achievers. As mentioned previously, this point was noted by the IB organization 

in its study of IB students in Canada.  

The issue of self-selection of students is often found in the literature, but tends to 

get mentioned and then brushed aside (e.g., Tarc & Beatty, 2012) or ignored (e.g., the IB 

organization rephrasing Cambridge (2008) on this point). The repeated claim that IB 

students are high performers is thus one that seems to have become a stereotype. In Spahn’s 

(2001) study of the IB in one school, teachers remarked that the students came into the 
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program already motivated, and that “King Kong could teach these kids. You give them a 

little bit and they run with it” (p. 97). Thus, despite evidence that students come to the 

program already exhibiting particular qualities, these tend to get ascribed as if they are the 

result of participation in the IB. 

The view from elsewhere: Eurocentricity of the IB 

Another perception of the IB, particularly relevant for the present study, is that the 

curriculum is Eurocentric, and thus seems irrelevant or inappropriate for non-European 

parts of the world. This criticism has been raised by a few early researchers. For example, Uy 

(1988) points to the three languages (English, French and Spanish) of the IB as evidence of 

its Eurocentric bias, and argues that it is elitist and presents a monolithic compartmentalized 

view of the “third world”. Furthermore, she argues that the IB is presented as “excellence” 

rather than “internationalism” in national schools, where students opt for individual courses 

rather than the diploma, thereby defeating the holistic purpose of the IB.  

Drone (1988), in examining the IB in relation to the Kenya curriculum, also argued 

that the IB was Eurocentric (rather than international) and needed to incorporate African 

content. Her study showed that IB students entering the University of Nairobi were deficient 

in knowledge requisite for the Kenyan context, and suggested that Kenya be invited to 

advise the IB on curricular reform. Drone also states that there is “great discrepancy 

between what the IB purports and what it actually does” (p. 39) and that it is “outdated and 

not as effective as when it began” (p. 9 & 24), since when its original plan was formulated 

“independence for most African countries...was a dream (p. 9). She also remarks on the tone 

of academic superiority and arrogance (p. 19). According to Drone, the communication she 
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had with Renaud revealed that in 1978-79 the IB had tried and failed to gain entry into 

Kenyan national schools for two reasons: the high cost of the program; and because the “IB 

was irrelevant to the needs of the national schools of Kenya” (p. 48).  

Bunnell (2016) reports that the lack of IB activity in Africa was a major 

disappointment for Alec Peterson, who believed that it could prove valuable to countries of 

the “Third World” as it would be free of any colonial overtones (p. 183; Peterson, 1972, p. 

105). Mayer (1968) offers a different view, stating that educational leaders in developing 

countries were “not in the least interested in a program which will make more efficient the 

selection of students to go off to American and European universities” (p. 231), and that 

those who do wish for educational change resent the European tie more than the colonial 

one (p. 234). According to Bunnell (2016), the IB’s mode of operation in Africa has not 

changed since the 1970s, largely existing in private international schools catering to a British 

or American expatriate community. Furthermore, the numbers of schools offering the IB are 

spread out such that 12 countries have only one IB school while “half the continent remains 

an IBDP wilderness” (Bunnell, 2016, p. 186). A very different picture was presented by the 

IB organization in a recent press release proclaiming “40 years of the IB in Africa”, 

suggesting greater success in that part of the world than appears in the literature: 

As IB presence in Africa approaches its 40th anniversary in 2017, we take a look at 
developments across the continent and the growing appetite to offer an IB education. Since 
the first school in Africa offered an IB programme in 1977, at the International School of 
Moshi in Tanzania, 128 IB programmes are now offered by 80 schools in 28 countries across 
the continent – that’s an IB World School in more than half of the 54 African countries. 
(IBO, 2016d) 

Given the number of countries and the population in the continent (1.2 billion), it is difficult 

to see these figures as indicators of success. For example, the number of IB schools in Africa 

is less than 2% of the global total.  
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Hahn (2003) also found elements of colonial discourse present in her analysis of IB 

documents, where a non-academic emphasis (vocational, agricultural, technical) associated 

with a lower educational standard appeared to be directed towards developing countries. 

According to Hahn, the theme of “lower standard” was only mentioned with regard to the 

“Third World” (p. 109). 

Hayot (1984) examines the IB in France on three different levels: international, 

national and local. At the international level, she discusses the IB in relation to the “Third 

World” and criticism of its Eurocentricity. On the national level, i.e., in France, it is also 

criticized for being elitist. And on the local level, i.e., in three Paris schools, government 

funding plays an important role. Hayot’s study provides an important window into the IB in 

France, where it has had relatively little success, and the analysis of the IB within its larger 

social, historical and political context provides important insights into how the construction 

of perceptions of the IB is multifaceted. 

Summary 

This chapter has looked at development of the IB from its beginning in the 1960s to 

the present day to highlight some of the discrepancies evident in the literature. Of particular 

note was the contested histories of the IB, the conflation that seems to be prevalent, where 

different IB programs get grouped together under a single IB label, thereby making it appear 

as a unified coherent whole, and the growth of the IB in the US and Canada. The next 

chapter gives some additional detail on methods used in the present study. 
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Chapter 4 

Additional notes on methods used in articles 

This chapter describes the research design of the four articles presented in the 

following chapters and the research questions the study sought to address. Each article 

includes information on the methods used at that stage of the research. To avoid repetition, 

this chapter simply provides some additional detail on the research methods that was not 

included in the articles themselves. 

Overall research design of study 

The research design of the present study is multimethodical and sequential, as 

reflected in the four articles. Each article represents a different stage in the research process, 

with the results of each stage informing the next. The four stages are: (i) survey of 

perceptions of a target population in Ontario; (ii) survey of perceptions of a target 

population in Canada; (iii) newspaper corpus representing perceptions of the general 

population in Canada; (iv) in-depth analysis of a smaller random sample from the newspaper 

corpus. The research questions guiding the study as a whole were: 

1. How is the IB perceived and represented in Canada?  

2. What are the implications of this perception and representation? 

In addition to these overarching questions, each article also sought to answer a research 

question specific to that stage (see Table 4.1). Based on the results of the Ontario survey 

(Chapter 5), the study was expanded to include all 10 provinces in Canada (Chapter 6). 

Results from this nationwide survey indicated the importance of extending the study beyond 

universities to the general population (Chapter 7). The values and assumptions associated 

with International Baccalaureate (IB) found in this stage led to the detailed analysis, in a smaller 
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random sample, of the discursive strategies evident in the construction of IB as a positive 

label (Chapter 8). The two parts of the research design are described in more detail below. 

Articles Research questions for each article Data/Tool 

Chapter 5 How do Ontario university admissions personnel 
view the IB? 

Online survey + 
interviews results 

Chapter 6 How do Canadian university admissions personnel 
view the IB? 

Online survey + 
results 

Chapter 7 How does the Canadian public view the IB? 

What values and attitudes are associated with IB? 

Specialized corpus 

AntConc  

Chapter 8 How is the dominant view of IB discursively 
constructed?  

What are the implications of this representation? 

Specialized corpus 

Sketch Engine 

Table 4.3: Specific research questions 

The research design divides into two parts according to the two different populations 

investigated, i.e., university admissions personnel and the general public. While the overall 

research design continued to use mixed methods by combining both quantitative and 

qualitative analyses of the data at each stage, different tools and techniques were used in each 

of the two parts. In the first part, the research used a two-phase explanatory sequential 

design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011): a first phase involving the collection and analysis of 

quantitative data, followed by a second qualitative phase to help explain the results of the 

first phase. In this way, it was possible to obtain both a general and a detailed understanding 

of the issue. 

First, quantitative data was collected through an anonymous online survey and 

analyzed. Second, qualitative data was obtained through follow-up interviews with interested 

respondents and analyzed with a view to providing more depth to the survey responses. To 

an extent, this first part replicated previous studies conducted on perceptions of the IB 
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among university admissions personnel in the UK (Jenkins, 2003) and Australia/New 

Zealand (Coates et al., 2007). In the second part, the research followed a corpus-based 

CDA/DHA design involving a specialized IB media corpus and software tools to conduct 

quantitative and qualitative analyses. Together, the two parts provided a means of 

triangulation, i.e., multiple types of data and analyses are brought to bear on the subject 

being investigated (Baker, 2006; Wodak, 2001). 

Part 1: Perceptions of university admissions personnel 

Detailed presentation of the methods used for the first part of this study can be 

found in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6. Here I present details on the process of research ethics 

clearance that was not covered in those articles due to space limitations, as well as additional 

information on data collection and analysis. 

Research Ethics Board (REB) clearances 

In order to deploy the online survey to university personnel, clearance was first 

required from Carleton University’s Research Ethics Board (REB), which was received on 

December 20, 2013 after the submission of a 25 page application detailing the research 

design, methods, instrument, informed consent forms and invitations, potential risks, length 

of time commitment, etc. Furthermore, to recruit participants directly from other institutions 

across the country, it was necessary to seek clearance from their own REBs (a total of 97). 

However, if the survey were simply advertised on national and regional listservs, such 

clearance from other institutions was not required. 

For this reason, the survey was posted to a national listserv on January 9, 2014, 

which proved to be unsuccessful as there were no responses. The survey was then posted to 
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a regional listserv on February 4, 2014. Based on this advertising and word of mouth, 19 

usable responses from eight universities in Ontario were obtained. The survey was live until 

March 8, 2014. In addition to those responses, two one-hour semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with respondents who indicated an interest in discussing the IB further. 

These were done face to face, recorded, and transcribed. 

Results from the Ontario survey (see Chapter 5) made it important to expand the 

research nationwide to all 10 provinces. Universities were selected from the Universities 

Canada website (formerly AUCC) for each province, to include only those that were 

English-medium, and to exclude any affiliates (colleges or religion-based) as well as 

specialized institutions (e.g., art and design). From a total of 55 universities that met these 

criteria, 54 were contacted regarding REB clearance procedures. Contact information for 

one university could not be located but it managed to participate in the survey nevertheless 

and is included in the total number.  

The procedure for obtaining permission from an institution’s REB first required an 

email of enquiry to the appropriate person identified on the website. This was not always 

obvious and required several attempts via emails to various people until the right person was 

located. In two cases, there was no reply to repeated attempts and those institutions had to 

be excluded.  

The initial enquiry explained that I was an external researcher with clearance for the 

project from my own institution and was seeking permission to contact their staff to 

participate in an anonymous online survey. I asked for information on what I would need to 

do in order to obtain such permission from their REB. The response from each university 

was different, which was surprising given that all are signatories to the Tri-Council Policy 
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Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS2, 2010), and thus abide by the 

same principles, one of which is to encourage the sharing of information in order to reduce 

the duplication of effort. Responses were generally of three types: (1) no permission was 

required as only publicly available information (i.e., contact details from the institution 

website) would be used; (2) an application was required but would be expedited based on the 

review and approval of the Carleton University REB clearance; and (3) a full application was 

required (similar to the 25 page application for Carleton’s REB), which upon receipt was 

scheduled for their next Board meeting (sometimes several weeks later). A number of 

institutions also required a certificate of completion for the TCPS2 Course on Research 

Ethics as part of the application. This is an online course that takes approximately 3-4 hours 

to complete, at the end of which a certificate is issued. It is worth noting that obtaining REB 

approval did not mean that staff at that institution were obliged to participate in the survey, 

which was strictly voluntary. It simply allowed invitations to be sent directly to individuals at 

that institution. Given the time and effort required for each REB clearance, it was a source 

of some disappointment in those cases that resulted in no response. 

Of the 54 universities contacted, final REB approval was granted by 48. Of the 

remaining six, one institution refused to participate in the study (but did indicate an interest 

in receiving the results) and another required that the research be supervised or “signed off” 

by one of its own faculty members, despite the researcher not being a student there. Since 

this was not possible, the institution had to be excluded. Two universities did not reply, and 

two required extensive applications and therefore were not pursued further. 

Additional challenges arose during the process, both before and after clearance was 

obtained. For example, in three cases, after several months of communication back and 
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forth around REB application requirements, when permission was finally granted and email 

invitations were sent, one admissions department declined to participate and the other two 

failed to respond. In another case, the head of the office responded to the survey by saying 

that one such response would be sufficient, participation of others in the office was not 

required and therefore, further invitations should not be sent. One institution initially 

refused permission because of a concern that the survey platform being used was US-based, 

which meant that data storage would not be protected to Canadian standards. This was not 

the case, however, and after a series of email exchanges providing details from the survey 

platform company, the institution was finally reassured and granted permission. One 

institution required submission of all documents in hardcopy format sent by regular mail in 

addition to sending pdfs by email attachment, and another required the signing and 

witnessing of a separate confidentiality agreement in addition to the usual clearance 

procedures. 

A further complicating factor at this time was the transition at several institutions 

from email attachments to an online portal system for ethics applications. This required an 

additional level of communication with the institutions’ computing services departments to 

obtain usernames and passwords to access the systems such that the application could be 

submitted. Once access was granted, all documents had to be uploaded onto these systems. 

In a few cases, forms were rigid in the information they required and would not allow 

moving to another section until all required fields were completed. In other cases, the 

information required was not relevant to an external researcher (e.g., name of faculty 

member or department) and, therefore, a workaround had to be found (sometimes in 

consultation with the REB contact person), which was then explained either in an email or in 
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a free text box provided. Furthermore, the signature of a supervisor was also often required, 

which meant printing the application forms, getting the signature, scanning and submitting 

the signed forms. 

All REB clearances obtained were valid for a set period, ranging from 3 months up 

to one year. As with the application process, the requirements governing continuance, such 

as annual reports on progress, further renewal application, or closure of research, differed at 

each institution. Since each institutional clearance had been obtained at different times 

depending on the length and type of procedure involved, such reports were an ongoing 

concern as notices of expiry and demands for reports came in from the various institutions. 

Once these were submitted, a new certificate of approval was issued, detailing the project 

number and length of clearance, with a further expiry date set. In addition, all external REB 

documents had to be submitted to the Carleton REB in the annual report required to renew 

clearance for another period (e.g., the first report was 70 pages, comprising emails and/or 

clearance certificates from all external REBs received up to the time of submission). The 

entire process for conducting this nationwide survey (i.e., obtaining permission, deploying 

the survey, processing responses, keeping all the REB clearances open and valid by 

completing individual institutional requirements, etc.) took a period of three years (February 

2014-May 2017) from start to finish. 

Data collection and analysis 

As discussed above, for the Ontario study, 19 responses from eight universities were 

received. In addition, one-hour individual interviews were conducted with two respondents. 

These were recorded with the participants’ permission, transcribed and analyzed for 

recurring themes. Although the number was too small to serve as a means of triangulation 
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(as noted by one of the anonymous reviewers), the two interviews provided a valuable 

supplement to the survey results. Details for the Ontario study are reported in Chapter 5: 

Perceptions of the International Baccalaureate (IB) in Ontario universities (Fitzgerald, 2015). 

For the Canada-wide study, approximately 550 individual email invitations were sent 

to admissions personnel at 48 institutions using contact details obtained from institutional 

websites. In some cases, these were not clearly identified on the website, and therefore 

emails were sent to people assumed to be in those roles, based on reading the descriptions 

about the services offered by departments, such as Registrarial or Student Services. In such 

cases, for the most part, if the wrong person had been contacted, they would either let me 

know and point me in the right direction or would forward the email on to the appropriate 

department.  

Due to the nature of REB clearance procedures, survey data was obtained 

intermittently over a long period as permissions were obtained and invitations sent. The 

survey was live until February 1, 2016. Responses were collected as they came in and 

imported into Microsoft Excel for analysis. Only those responses that were complete were 

included in the analysis. Once cleaned and sorted, there were 78 participants from 40 

institutions in 10 provinces. 

Unlike the Ontario study, the semi-structured interview component of the research 

design had to be abandoned due to lack of uptake (only three individuals expressed an 

interest) combined with the time it would have taken to obtain additional REB clearance 

from each of the three institutions. Instead of interviews, the open-ended comments 

provided by 63 participants were used for qualitative analysis. Details of this study are 
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reported in Chapter 6: Perceptions of the International Baccalaureate (IB) in Canadian 

universities (Fitzgerald, in press). 

Part 2: Perceptions of the general public 

The second part of the study shifts from the specific context of university admission 

to discovering how the general public in Canada perceives the IB. For this purpose, 

newspapers were examined as a place/space in which the IB is constructed by different 

segments of society, from parents and students to schools and governmental representatives.  

Data collection and corpus design 

To gain insight into the dominant perceptions of the IB in Canada found in the 

country’s newspapers as an unsolicited window into public opinion (Mautner, 2008), a 

specialized corpus was created. A preliminary search of existing corpora showed that none 

provided enough references to the IB in the Canadian context. Readily-available large 

corpora (e.g., COCA, BNC) were dominated by the US, UK and Australia, and even the 

corpus of Canadian English (Strathy Canada, 50 million words) contained only eight 

references to the IB. Thus, a specialized corpus on Canadian perceptions was necessary 

(Baker, 2006). 

In practical terms, obtaining data for a specialized newspaper corpus is relatively 

unproblematic nowadays, since most such texts already exist in digital form and can be 

accessed through a variety of databases. To allow for the broadest possibility of 

voices/perspectives, i.e., maximum representation of public attitudes and perceptions, all 

types of newspaper texts were included in the corpus, such as letters to the editor, opinion 

pieces, obituaries, news and sports. In addition, only articles from Canadian sources 
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(national, regional, local) that were found on two databases (Canada Newsstand Complete 

and LexisNexis Academic) using the search terms international AND baccalaureate, ib AND 

diploma OR student were selected. The aim was not to examine the newspapers themselves 

(e.g., in terms of their political stance and/or readership) but rather to gain a window into 

the way the IB is viewed by different social domains as represented by the different types of 

newspaper texts. 

Articles from the two news databases were collected in two stages, first from Canada 

Newsstand Complete (CNC) and then from LexisNexis (LN). It is important to note that 

each news database provided articles not available in the other (e.g., community newspapers 

were available on CNC but not on LN). For this reason, both databases were required for 

maximum coverage. 

Canada Newsstand Complete 

Description of Canada Newsstand Complete (CNC) 19 

 A database of Canadian news sources. 

 Contains over 280 Canadian news sources from across Canada, 
including the Globe & Mail.  

 Includes the fulltext of articles, columnns, editorials and features.  
However, does not include classified ads, advertisements, stock market 
reports, or graphical material (photos, illustrations, graphs, etc.). 

 Updated daily, but some newspapers have a 48-hour embargo period. 

A search was conducted on international baccalaureate (955) and ib and diploma or student 

(467). Articles were downloaded for all newspapers listed in this database and saved 

according to individual newspaper in both pdf and txt formats. For example, all articles 

found for Ottawa Citizen were downloaded as a single pdf file and a single txt file. Once all 

                                                 
19 https://library.carleton.ca/find/databases/canadian-newsstream 

https://library.carleton.ca/find/databases/canadian-newsstream
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the articles had been downloaded, they were then grouped by province. Articles were not 

sorted by genre (e.g., editorial opinion, letters, features, etc.; see Baker et al., 2013) but 

grouped together according to newspaper since the focus of the study was to establish 

overall trends rather than those found in specific contexts. However, a detailed record was 

created for each article to help facilitate future analysis based on individual articles (e.g., 

sorting by year, province, newspaper or section). 

LexisNexis 

Description of LexisNexis (LN) 20 

 Provides access to news, business and legal information. 

 LexisNexis Academic provides searchable access to a comprehensive 
spectrum of fulltext information from over 6,000 sources, selected to 
meet academic research needs, including: 

 News: National and regional newspapers, wire services, broadcast 
transcripts, international news, and non-English language sources 

 Law: U.S. Federal and state case law, codes, regulations, legal news, law 
reviews, and international legal information; Shepards Citations for all 
U.S. Supreme Court cases back to 1789 

 Business: Business news journals, company financial information, SEC 
filings and reports, and industry and market news 

The search through LN was more targetted than the one through CNC. Despite its 

name, CNC was not complete and, therefore, once newspapers were found on CNC they 

were also searched for on LN. For example, having obtained the result from CNC for Prince 

Edward Island (PEI) (Charlottetown Guardian), a search was then conducted on this particular 

source to ensure the greatest number of articles possible were included in the corpus. In 

other words, a wide net was cast on the Canada news database, followed by a more targetted 

search of individual news sources through LN. Articles found there were also downloaded in 

                                                 
20 https://library.carleton.ca/find/databases/lexisnexis-academic 

https://library.carleton.ca/find/databases/lexisnexis-academic
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both pdf and txt formats. At times, full text articles were not available from CNC, only 

abstracts. LN proved to be very useful in filling in these gaps. In addition, the CNC archives 

began at 1981 whereas LN went back to 1977, which was very important for information on 

how the IB was viewed in the early days before it became so well known. Combining CNC 

+ LN with specific search was thus necessary to obtain maximum yield.  

In some cases, full text articles were not available through either database. These 

were obtained either by searching the newspaper website itself (which had only limited 

success as papers tend to be behind a pay wall and have only a small number of articles 

available for view) or by request through the Carleton University library. The latter were 

scanned copies of the newspaper article which then had to be converted into a txt file 

through optical character recognition (OCR) or by manually typing the text. 

The numbers of newspapers differs markedly from province to province. For 

example, Alberta has four newspapers, PEI one, while BC has 48, and Ontario and BC have 

a large number of community papers whereas others have a smaller number of papers but 

with broader coverage (see Figure 4.1). This provided an additional layer of information, 

with the different numbers of newspapers available in different provinces indicating a more 

restricted source of information in some cases than in others. The large number in BC 

resulted from community newspapers which focussed on particular towns, such as 

Abbotsford or Kamloops. While the difference in numbers is not relevant for the  
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Figure 4.1: Number of newspapers in the IB media corpus, by province 

present research study, which looks at the corpus as a whole, such variation would need to 

be borne in mind for future research focusing on provincial comparisons, and caution would 

need to be exercised in drawing conclusions. For example, the Quebec subcorpus consists of 

only one (English) newspaper, which cannot be claimed to be representative of that 

province. As well, the PEI and Newfoundland subcorpora are small and repetitive, providing 

the same type of information in their few articles (see Figure 4.2 for number of articles per 

province).  

A detailed record was created for each newspaper, indicating important information 

such as name of newspaper, province, date, title, author of article, and section of paper (e.g., 

sports, entertainment). This detailed record was crucial in helping ensure that no information 

was lost, and articles could be accurately and systematically located and referenced. Access to 

the complete original text was especially important  



109 

 

Figure 4.2: Number of articles in the IB media corpus, by province 

when data were cleaned and some information deleted (e.g., date of article or name of 

author). The record also indicated which database the article came from. 

When all the articles had been collected, i.e., maximum representation as provided by 

the two databases had been achieved, all the articles were read in order to (i) exclude repeats 

(e.g., the same article appearing in early and final editions of a newspaper; the same article 

appearing in different newspapers or in both databases); (ii) exclude non-IB articles that were 

pulled up through search terms (e.g. section 1B of a newspaper or “ib” as a person’s name); 

(iii) clean the data by removing non-relevant material (e.g., name of newspaper; article 

number, byline, section, number of words, abstract, load date, language, copyright; see Baker 

2004, 2013). The title and captions were retained; (iv) correct misfiled articles due to 

newspapers with similar names (e.g., BC and Ontario both have newspapers titled The Record 

which are unaffiliated); (v) keep a detailed log by newspaper of all articles included in the 

corpus to ensure that cleaned-up text files could be linked back to original articles; and (vi) 

correct errors in the data, e.g., French accents or hyphens that came out as spurious 
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characters, typos, and errors in the OCR-converted texts (e.g., IB read as 18). By the time the 

IB media corpus was assembled and ready for analysis, I had “got to know my data” 

(Kilgarriff, 2012), an important benefit associated with creating a specialized corpus. As 

discussed by Baker (2006), building a corpus from scratch provides the researcher an 

important means not only to become familiar with the data, but also to notice patterns that 

may emerge as the corpus gets built. In this way, knowing what is in one’s corpus aids 

analysis and also helps to mitigate concerns about the suitability of corpus data for discourse 

analysis (i.e., that it is decontextualized). 

All types of articles containing the search terms were included in the corpus. I 

decided to include community events and other articles that only mention the IB in passing 

(based on Baker et al, 2013), as this allowed for a wider view on how the IB is represented 

even when it is not the focus. This led to documenting the diverse sections of the 

newspapers in which the IB was mentioned, such as crime, sports, letters, real estate, health, 

obituaries, and financial, as well as other more expected ones such as education and news. It 

is important to keep in mind that while this IB media corpus is maximally representative, it 

contains only those articles that get picked up by the two databases and constitutes a real-

world limitation on the data. 

Selecting all the articles provided by the two databases avoided the possibility of 

selection bias, i.e., inadvertently focussing only on articles that suited my purposes. In 

addition, selecting all the papers – national, regional, local and/or free community papers – 

allowed for a greater unsolicited window into public opinion (Mautner, 2008), not just 

powerful elite sources but parents, students, and other members of the public writing in 

through letters and opinions. As such, the IB media corpus is varied, and the analysis focuses 
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not on individual papers but rather on the entire corpus as a way to understand the dialectic, 

i.e., “constitutive effect of discourse” (Mautner, 2008, p. 32) and the shaping of shared 

views. The final IB media corpus consists of the following: 

Summary of IB Media corpus: 

 Total number of articles: 2326 

 Total number of words: 1,521,796 

 Total number of newspapers: 108 (10 provinces) 

 Range: 1977-2016 

 Search conducted February 2016 

The IB media corpus contains articles ranging from 1977 to February 2016. The number of 

articles by year is presented in Figure 4.3. 

 

Figure 4.3: Number of articles in the IB media corpus, by year (1977 – Feb. 2016) 
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Corpus tools 

The importance of corpus tools in the analysis has been discussed by Anthony (2009, 

2013) and Taylor (2010). The choice of tool may depend on the type of information the 

researcher wishes to extract from the corpus data, as different tools vary in terms of the 

affordances or functionality they provide, or it may simply be that the tool is freely available 

and easy to use. The development of corpus tools since the 1960s is described by McEnery 

and Hardie (2012) as consisting of four generations, with the popular WordSmith Tools 

(Scott, 2017) and AntConc (Anthony, 2014) referred to as third generation. The fourth 

generation tools were created in response to the limitations of the third, which have 

difficulty processing the increasingly prevalent larger corpora of billions of words. 

Furthermore, issues of copyright make it difficult for researchers to obtain and store data on 

personal computers. Therefore, fourth generation corpus tools are web-based and accessed 

through different online platforms, for example, Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff, et al., 2014) and 

the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA; Davis, 2015).  

To explain the relationship between the corpus data and the corpus tool, Anthony 

(2013) provides a helpful analogy to astronomy and the way different tools allow us to see 

the same phenomenon with different levels of detail, e.g., the view of Saturn as observed by 

(i) the human eye; (ii) through binoculars; and (iii) the Hubble telescope. Each tool provides 

very different types of information on the same object. The level of detail required depends 

on the research questions. More is not necessarily better and might even be considered 

“overkill” (Anthony, 2013) for the purposes of a simple analysis. For the present research, 

AntConc, COCA (see Chapter 7), and Sketch Engine (see Chapter 8) were chosen not only 

because they provide different functionalities, but also as a further means of triangulation, as 
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different tools offer different windows into the data, allowing for a more complete picture 

(Taylor, 2010). 

Summary 

This chapter has presented some additional details on research methods used in the 

present study. The next four chapters present the results of this study, in the form of four 

separate articles.
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Chapter 5 

Perceptions of the International Baccalaureate (IB) in Ontario universities 

A fully edited, peer-reviewed version of this article was first published by the 

Canadian Journal of Education, 2015, Volume 38, Issue 3, Page 1 to Page 34. 
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Chapter 6 

Perceptions of the International Baccalaureate (IB) in Canadian universities 

This chapter presents the study on how admissions officers in Canadian universities 

perceive the IB in relation to other curricula. Canadian Journal of Higher Education (in press). 
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Chapter 7 

Murderers, moonwalkers and markets: A corpus based critical discourse analysis of 
the International Baccalaureate (IB) in Canadian newspapers 

This chapter presents the study on how the IB is discursively constructed in a 1.5 

million word corpus of Canadian newspapers through collocation and concordance analysis.  

A fully edited, peer-reviewed version of this article was first published by Critical 

Approaches to Discourse Analysis across Disciplines (CADAAD) Journal, 2017, Volume 9, Issue 1, 

Page 1 to Page 26. 
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Chapter 8 

When you’re in with the in-crowd: The discursive construction of the International 
Baccalaureate (IB) in a corpus of Canadian newspapers 

This chapter presents the study examining discursive strategies employed in the 

construction of an IB in-group and a non-IB out-group. Manuscript currently under peer-

review. 
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Chapter 9 

Conclusion 

This chapter summarizes the research presented in this dissertation and reviews the 

key findings reported in the four journal articles. It concludes with the study’s contributions, 

limitations, and directions for further research. 

The overall aim of this research study was to gain insight into how the IB is 

perceived and represented in Canada and the implications this might have for the wider 

society (e.g., publicly funded education or real estate markets). For this reason, two 

populations were targetted, namely university admissions personnel (online survey and semi-

structured interviews) and the general public (corpus of Canadian newspapers as a window 

into public opinion). The dialectical relationship between a discursive phenomenon and the 

social structures framing it was discussed in Chapter 2, whereas the importance of university 

admission to the IB was discussed in detail in Chapter 3. From these contexts, obtaining 

views from university admissions personnel and the general public was seen as key to gaining 

a better understanding of the IB in Canada. 

I began the dissertation by making explicit my position as a researcher on this topic 

and how I came to be interested in the IB as a discursive phenomenon. Through my 

experience of the IB in multiple contexts, I became aware that although there was a 

prevalently positive view of the IB, this view also seemed to be accompanied by a lack of 

specific knowledge about it. Also noticeable was the uniformity in these different contexts of 

the language used to describe the IB, e.g., “it is a very rigorous and challenging program” 

and “IB students are very smart”. Another point of interest was that these trends were 

repeated across countries with very different education systems, such as Australia, New 
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Zealand, the UK, the US, and Canada, where there appeared to be general agreement that 

the IB was better than the local education system. In addition, there seemed to be a number 

of values and assumptions that were routinely associated with the IB name (e.g., tolerance 

and respect of others, hardworking, caring, etc.). Such descriptions seemed to suggest that 

only the IB engenders these qualities, while other curricula do not. Thus, descriptions of the 

IB seemed to be more about societal value judgements than school programs, suggesting 

that this was a discursive phenomenon.  

In investigating this phenomenon, it was important to use systematic analysis to 

move beyond anecdotes and impressions, and also guard against my own (potential) bias. 

Therefore, a corpus-based CDA/DHA approach was used in this study to facilitate multiple 

methods and sources of data to aid triangulation. Chapter 2 discussed the theoretical and 

methodological details of this approach, for which I created a specialized corpus consisting 

of all Canadian newspapers and articles on the IB available from two online databases.  

Chapter 3 presented a critical review of the literature on the IB based on one of the 

key principles of the DHA, which is to examine multiple genres from multiple public spaces 

to uncover distortions and inaccuracies as well as to integrate a wide view of the historical 

context in which a phenomenon is embedded. As discussed in that chapter, much of the 

information about the IB tends to be produced by the organization itself or its practitioners, 

and thus a comprehensive review from a variety of sources was necessary. This brought to 

light a number of key points pertaining to the historical development and presentation of the 

IB in much of the literature, such as the shift in emphasis that seems to have occurred in 

accounts of the history of the IB, from a pragmatic (i.e., university admission) to an idealistic 

(i.e., world peace) endeavour. This shift became evident through the historical sources and 
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sheds light on how some of the values and attitudes associated with the IB may be 

constructed. Another key point that came to light was the conflation that happens as a result 

of different IB programs being lumped together under one general label, or by obfuscating 

differences through lengthy descriptions of the DP when discussing the other programs. 

This conflation appeared to be widespread and systematic, thereby making it necessary to 

exercise caution when reading IB-related material. 

Chapter 4 provided additional information on the methods used in the study that, 

due to space constraints, was not included in the four articles that constitute the research 

findings. In particular, I provided details on the process of obtaining REB clearances from 

universities across the country needed to recruit participants for the first part of the study. 

The length and complexity of this process explains why the sample size of the study is 

relatively small compared to similar studies conducted in Australia/NZ and the UK.  

Summary of findings from journal articles (Chapters 5-8) 

Chapter 5 presents the study of university perceptions in Ontario, followed by a 

similar study Canada-wide in Chapter 6. These two studies, which formed the first part of 

the research, used an online survey and semi-structured interviews to obtain data. Chapter 7 

moved from the university context to general public opinion as found in a specialized corpus 

of Canadian newspapers. Key concepts in this study were collocation, semantic preference 

and discourse prosody, used as a way to tease apart values and attitudes that appear to be 

associated with the IB label. Chapter 8 continued this line of enquiry, using the same corpus 

but a different corpus tool, which provided a way to identify discursive strategies. Each 

article not only reflects a different stage of the research design but also delineates the 
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development of more specific research questions based on the results that were obtained at 

each stage.  

The results reported in the first article confirmed the highly positive view of the IB 

in relation to other curricula, but also indicated that underlying this was a superficial 

understanding of the IB, i.e., the certainty about the IB diminished as questions became 

more specific. The positive skew of the survey questions was retained to remain as close as 

possible to earlier surveys done in the UK and Australia/NZ. Although this skew had 

initially been seen as a limitation, it proved to be a surprising and key source of information 

because it revealed that, while respondents unanimously agreed on the superiority of the IB, 

when asked to identify specific ways in which the curriculum was better, they were unable to 

respond. This aspect of the survey was questioned by the Carleton REB, by a respondent 

when the survey was field tested, and also by one of the survey participants. As it turned out, 

these more specific questions became central to the analysis and also showed similarity with 

the earlier surveys, i.e., the same pattern of response. 

At this initial stage of the research, a connection was seen with the IB organization’s 

efforts to form this positive perception through publications and workshops designed to 

“assist” university personnel in understanding the IB curriculum. As the first article argues, 

the similarity of response could be attributed to the IB organization itself using Berger and 

Luckmann’s (1966) concept of institutionalization, which helps to explain why everyone 

seemed to be “telling the same story”, and through intertextual links and the dialectical 

nature of the IB organization’s communication strategy with university admissions 

personnel. 
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The second article expanded on this study to include all Canadian provinces, to 

determine what perceptions were held across the country. While a similar pattern was 

discovered, i.e., the IB was viewed as better than all other curricula even though knowledge 

about the program was lacking, another element was found in this study through the open-

ended comments, which revealed references to “IB student” as a homogeneous group 

having particular qualities. This seemed to point to IB as a value-laden term associated with 

particular qualities. It also suggested a binary opposite, i.e., a “non-IB student” who would 

lack these qualities. 

One finding from the studies in the first part was that the primary source of IB 

information appeared to be the IB organization itself. Therefore, looking at how the IB was 

represented in sources other than those of the organization became important, to discover 

how people talked about the IB in general, i.e., how the IB is perceived and constructed in 

Canada. One way to do this was by looking at how the IB is represented in newspapers 

across the country. Although newspapers may not contain all opinions on a given topic 

(Karim, 2008), their place in the public sphere makes them an important source of the most 

prominent expressions in a given society. Furthermore, the unsolicited nature of the data 

(Mautner, 2008) provided an important contrast to the elicited responses of the survey and 

semi-structured interviews in the first part of the study. 

The third article thus moved outside the confines of university admission to the 

wider society as more research into the IB showed that (a) positive perceptions extended 

beyond universities to the general population and (b) programs tended not to be 

differentiated but referred to simply as IB. Through corpus data and collocation analysis, 

fixed phrases associated with IB as a label were teased apart to discover underlying values 
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and attitudes that have come to be taken for granted. What this study revealed was that IB 

seemed to be more about social attitudes than about a curriculum. It also pointed to one 

group of students, teachers and schools being privileged at the expense of another, thereby 

addressing the important CDA question of “who benefits” (Baker et al., 2013a). However, 

based on the historical context and the financial difficulties the IB organization experienced 

in its early years discussed in Chapter 3, it could be argued that it is also the organization 

itself “who benefits”, as the increase in the number of schools results in greater membership 

and associated fees.  

The fourth article investigated the way these different groups were discursively 

constructed by analyzing a smaller random sample from the IB media corpus in more detail. 

A word sketch made it possible to see the construction of an IB in-group and a non-IB out-

group. What also became evident in this study was the great deal of conflation that occurs 

with IB programs. By lumping all the programs together under a single IB label, qualities tied 

to the original DP get applied to the other programs. Importantly, this study found that the 

discursive strategies used to construct the in-group and out-group were similar to those 

evident in discourses of discrimination and difference. Present across domains, this view was 

found to be a predominantly uncontested positive expression that included some but 

excluded others. Although such binaries are seldom clear-cut in practice, the results of the 

study suggest that such a division might exist and, in the context of publicly funded 

education, be deserving of scrutiny. 
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Contributions, limitations and directions for further research 

The research reported in this dissertation contributes to the growing body of work in 

the area of corpus-based (critical) discourse analysis and demonstrates how this “useful 

methodological synergy” (Baker et al., 2008) can be harnessed to gain insight into discourse 

as social practice. As the articles show, concepts from this combined approach allowed 

recurring patterns of language use to be identified, which pointed to the existence of a 

dominant (hegemonic) discourse across different social domains. Furthermore, values and 

attitudes that are taken for granted as a result of habitual ways of referring to groups can be 

made more explicit, thereby making it possible to challenge entrenched (possibly 

discriminatory) views. Examining the IB as a discursive phenomenon reveals how social 

practice in terms of daily interaction reproduces dominant discourses that benefit some and 

disadvantage others (e.g., the rising prices in real estate markets or preferential treatment 

offered to particular groups). 

A key limitation of this study is that it examines the discursive construction of the IB 

in English Canada (universities and newspapers). While the province of Quebec is 

represented in the data, it is restricted to English-medium universities and newspapers. 

Quebec has the highest number of IB schools in Canada (147 to Ontario’s 103) and thus 

should be examined more fully. Also not included in this study are the three Canadian 

territories (Nunavut, Yukon and Northwest Territories); however, the population of these is 

small compared to the provinces. 

A further limitation was the small number of participants for the survey compared to 

similar studies conducted in the UK and Australia/NZ. However, unlike the previous 
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studies, the fact that all participants had contact with IB-educated applicants helped mitigate 

this limitation. 

In terms of the specialized IB corpus, only those newspapers that were available on 

the two databases at the time of the search were included. As such, the corpus does not 

include all of the newspapers available in Canada. In addition, some of the provinces (i.e., 

BC and Ontario) are over-represented while others, such as PEI and Newfoundland, have 

only a few articles (see Figure 4.2). So although the study reports on perceptions in Canada, 

this perception may be more concentrated in specific regions rather than equally spread 

across the country (Vessey, 2016). 

One of the study’s limitations is also its contribution: it examines the IB in Canada as 

a whole, thereby giving a broad picture but eliding provincial differences, which would be 

important for understanding the role of the IB in different provincial contexts. As discussed 

in Chapter 3, research on the IB in Canada is relatively minimal, and mostly restricted to 

particular provinces or schools. This study hopes to contribute an updated baseline of 

information since the last Canada-wide study by Bagnall (1994). It also moves beyond 

anecdote by providing empirical evidence of the dominant positive view of the IB in Canada.  

In terms of further research, then, an important avenue would be to compare the 

different provinces as to perceptions of the IB, to understand how it is discursively 

constructed in each. This could be done through a keyword analysis (see Chapter 2) 

comparing the different provincial subcorpora to the whole corpus. Keywords are an 

important part of corpus linguistic research, helping to identify the “aboutness” of a corpus, 

and how it compares to other types of corpora, but did not form part of the research 

reported in this dissertation because the focus was on how the IB was perceived in Canada 
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as a whole rather than in each province. However, preliminary analyses using keywords have 

been conducted, which revealed different preoccupations surrounding the IB in each 

province and different roles the IB plays in furthering particular agendas. For example, 

keywords for BC seemed to cluster around school closures and IB accreditation, whereas for 

Nova Scotia they seemed to concern budgets and costs. Further research is needed to 

understand how and why the IB is adopted in each province and the implications this has in 

terms of the provincial curriculum. This inter-provincial focus could also usefully be 

supported by examination of parliamentary debates as recorded in Hansard transcripts (e.g., 

Baker, 2006). Since education in Canada is a provincial responsibility, introduction of IB 

programs into publicly-funded schools requires some type of agreement or permission from 

provincial ministries of education. Parliamentary debates could provide a valuable source for 

discovering the kinds of issues that arise, as well as the language surrounding the IB and how 

it is presented. 

Another avenue of research would be to examine how perceptions of the IB have 

changed from the time it was first introduced (1974 in BC) to the present, to look for 

changes in language used to talk about the IB and to trace the emergence of the IB 

stereotype. Descriptions from the corpus data could also be compared to archival 

information contained in other domains, such as university calendars (prospectuses). A 

preliminary examination of these calendars showed that information about the IB initially 

tended to be brief, consisting of a single line, and later changed to much lengthier 

descriptions. This shift seems to have occurred around the same time across universities, 

possibly indicating an increased interest in the program. It also seems to have occurred 

during the same period that COCA and CNC show a spike in IB reporting, and coincides 
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with the time that the IB North America office was running its workshops. Such 

triangulation may help point to further reasons for the uniformity of perceptions found in 

the present study.  

In summary, this research presents two key findings: (1) there exists a dominant 

(hegemonic) discourse surrounding IB in Canada, and (2) it bears a striking resemblance to 

discourses of discrimination and difference. The continuous praise that is heaped upon the 

IB tends to create a negative view of things non-IB (programs, students, schools). Since one 

is “better”, there is an implied comparison at work that seems to go unnoticed. As a result, a 

stereotyped image gets perpetuated through repetition that eventually becomes common 

sense knowledge which is taken for granted and more assumed than stated explicitly. In the 

context of Canada’s publicly funded education system, where the IB has grown increasingly 

popular, such a view is problematic as it advantages a select few (e.g., by preferred admission 

into universities) while disadvantaging the rest (e.g., imbalance of resources), thereby creating 

a context of insiders and outsiders or, as was the case in Tanzania, blackboard/whiteboard. 
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