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Abstract

International Education has been called difficult to define even with-in the IBO. However, the IBO does offer a curriculum framework, with content. The question is how does this curriculum meets the goals of an international education? One of the planks on which the IBO offers itself as an acceptable vehicle for an international education is its promotion of cultural diversity. The implications of culture as a backbone to the establishment of a national identity are explored through its artistic heritage. If international education is diverse in its practice, then the curriculum the IBO offers should support this diversity, but does it? Is the cultural heritage of the participating schools/nations manifest in the application of the IBO’s curriculum? There is no doubt that the globalising conditions that brought the IB into being have changed. The notion that the IB’s version of international education promotes cultural diversity or merely pays lip service it, in the current global conditions, needs examination. This paper intends to explore this notion through examining the IB’s Visual Arts curriculum and how it is used and proposes a view of culture that reflects the situation in the world today.

Introduction

The IBO has been in existence for some thirty years now. It’s aim of offering an international education has been well explored. The question of how well it does that has been well examined. While it is not my intention to look at international education and its pitfalls and difficulties, some observations are inescapable. It is the IB itself that comes under the microscope. Just how well has it managed to meet the needs of an international education market through its curriculum? The conditions that brought it into being have changed. Has the IB changed to accommodate these new conditions? It is the intention of this paper to briefly look at these changes through the lens of globalisation and its changes and ramifications. It is further the intention of this paper to look at cultural diversity and cultural heritage in the growth of new nationalisms. From these understandings, the paper will examine one area of curriculum vitally affected by the way it approaches cultural diversity and cultural identity. The Visual Arts have long been a means of identifying a culture. They, along with the other arts, have been a measure of societies’, nations’ and civilization’s impact on the world. They have long been regarded as an essential part of the learning model the IB follows in the construction of its curriculum.

The anatomy of the Visual Arts examination, at the Diploma level of the IB, is the source the paper will use to see if there are any indications of encompassing cultural diversity. The process these exams follow, their assessment methodologies and reporting systems along with examples of good practice offered on the IB’s visual gallery will be examined. How the goal of recognizing cultural diversity is met will suggest an indication of how well an IB curriculum meets the conditions it sets out to meet. 

Where we are coming from, the basis for being

To know what is trying to be achieved in a curriculum examination for something like the IB Diploma, we really have to know why we are preparing students this way. For that small group of Ecolint teachers in the sixties who campaigned so hard for an ‘international’ examination, what we have today must almost be inconceivable: more than 10,0000 students from over a hundred nationalities entering universities all around the world 1. P.17. Schools across Frontiers. It is a far cry from when A.D.C. Peterson visited Ecolint and found students doing advanced physics divided into four small groups, one following the syllabus for the Swiss ‘maturite federale’, one that of the English GCE A-level, one that of the French Baccalaureat and a fourth preparing for the American College Advanced Placement. 2. P.17 Schools across Frontiers. 

Then there was a crying need for an international approach to education spurred on by the United Nations, spurred on by the needs of governments and rapidly expanding multi-national companies, and most importantly, spurred on by the growing excitement of Marshall McLuan’s ‘global village’ dream. Technology, economies, the dread of war; all these factors were gelling to design a new education system that transcended national boundaries. 

To put such a system in place, there needed to be an acceptance of the quality that such a system could offer; something that universities could feel comfortable about in the preparation students coming through such a  system were receiving. There were five things that were needed to demonstrate the feasibility of an international baccalaureate. 

1. A unified international curriculum and examination system…….

2. Agreement by a significant number of universities in different countries to recognize the results of the examination for entry to the university

3. A group of schools to teach the new curriculum

4. A group of parents prepared to risk their children’s chances of a university place

5. The assurance of sufficient funds to ensure that no sudden collapse of course or school happened mid-stream. 3. P24

It is testimony to just how far the IB has come that from these humble beginnings it has built itself into a major force in world education.

It is not the purpose of this paper to explore how the IB began. Rather, what did it originally set out to do?

Firstly it set out to develop a consensus of the proposals of the ‘reform’ groups in education circles in each of the interested countries, who were dissatisfied with their current programmes, and then hope that those countries universities and Education ministries would be willing to have a ‘field trial’ of reformist procedures. P.25

This resulted in a curriculum conference in March 1965 where a basic schema general for the IB was agreed and has not changed ever since. There would be no specified subjects save two languages and mathematics, but candidates would be required to choose one subject from six specified groups. Initially there would be six subjects, a first language, any second language, mathematics, one subject chosen from a group then called ‘Social Science’, one from a group then called ‘Laboratory Science’, and one from a sixth group. P. 29.

In terms of the aims, the IB was seeking to design a genuinely international curriculum to meet all the various needs of those sixteen to eighteen year olds in international schools who were seeking entry to different forms of higher education all over the world. It was then believed that those needs and interests included the moral, aesthetic, and practical education of the whole person and this extended far beyond the purely intellectual and academic preparation sanctioned by university entrance examinations. P.34

At the time, most of the schools and interested parties formulating the IB were European or American. Most of the ‘interests’ involved returning to universities in this part of the world. Indeed. It could be argued that ‘international’ extended from eastern Europe to western America and its interests world-wide. That is why the initial ‘best fit’ of the curriculum design was to satisfy the full range of European universities; something that has lead to charges of lingering euro-centrism even to this day. These interests tumbled over into the curriculums with the belief that universities in foreign countries followed the European model anyway so ‘best fit’ European was the way to go. The group of reformers who developed the initial IB structure had specific aims for the type of product from this system.

“We sought not to ensure that as ‘generally educated men and women’ our students should have acquired a wide range of knowledge, but that they should have developed, as far as they were able, their power and desire to engage in a wide range of what Montaigne called “ways’ of thinking”. In other words, to quote Edgar Faure, a French Minister of Education, that they should “learn to learn”. P.41

This theory, that the aim of general education was not the acquisition of general knowledge, but the development of the general powers of the mind to operate in a variety of ways of thinking, had a profound effect on the planning of curricula and methods of assessment. P.41 e.g. To learn history not in order to know some specific ‘facts’, but in order to think ‘historically’.

Formulating this ideal into a specific philosophy led to a great deal of bartering between the relevant educational bodies then involved. It was the Oxford Universities Dept of Education report on ‘Arts and Science Sides in the Sixth Form’ (1960) where a position was elucidated that was to define the role of the Arts.

‘”We shall not solve the problem of combining general education with specialization until we cease to think of general education in terms of general knowledge. It is not a sign that a man lacks an education because he does not know the date of the treaty of Utrecht, the latitude of Singapore, the formula of nitro-glycerine or the author of the ‘Four Quartets’. It does denote a lack of general education of he cares nothing for any of the arts, confuses a moral with an aesthetic jugdement, interprets the actions of Asian political leaders in terms of nineteenth century English parliamentarianism, or believes that the existence of God has been scientifically disproved” p 42.

Here was the basis for a curriculum that sought to teach at least some part of itself from direct experience rather than academic study. The visual arts was a particular beneficiary of this approach, although that is by no means a given, as will be developed later. Individual IB syllabuses were therefore often drawn up….. in the form of an outline common core of the discipline with a choice between a number of several options for study in depth. The Arts is a very good example. Students can choose to follow a specialist music, drama or visual arts syllabus under the umbrella of the arts. The dilemma of separate disciplines over the generalist assumptions manifests itself in the IB Middle Years program but specialization becomes possible in the Diploma.

This system took some settling in Europe as various national systems struggled with this new shift. A good illustration of this is in the comment made by Becker, writing in 1979 of his teaching experiences in the reform of education in Germany.

“The change from a general encyclopaedic education to a paradigmatic one, in which there can be no set canon, but rather a changing of emphasis, was not understood and accepted by the teachers and therefore not brought into practice. Even though in this age of knowledge explosion it must theoretically be clear to them that encyclopedic education is impossible, they will plan their lessons in a way as if a Leibnizian approach is still possible. That means, then, that the ‘courage to leave gaps’ much advocated in pedagogic theory, has not been adopted in the classroom” P.44 Schools without Frontiers

Further, Jerome Bruner then made the point that 

“An unconnected set of facts has a pitiably short half-life in memory. Organising facts in terms of principles and ideas from which actions may be inferred is the only known way of reducing the quick rate of loss of human memory” P48 SWF

It is interesting to speculate how this assessment of educational practice has extended itself into the international arena and what effect it might have on practice and assessment.

So, what we had by the early 1970’s was a model of IB education that was to remain basically unchanged up to today. Some tweaking; the addition of an extra group, Group 6 specifically devoted to the Arts (with reservations) came into being in the 2002; the model has blossomed across the international and increasingly national education systems. Mention should be made of the IB’s ‘special’ feature. Kurt Hahn called it the ‘grand passion’. Every IB candidate had to involve him or herself in this. This topic of choice from any of the groups across the IB framework was explored as a research project and written up in an extended essay. There is also a mechanism to ensure students have some involvement in aesthetic and active social activities in the CASS program. This was to reduce the pressure on academic success that national systems tended to generate. It had the effect of ensuring that at least some part of the total curriculum included learning from direct experience rather than academic study and to stimulate the social service aspect of Kurt Hahn’s philosophy.

This framework was designed to thwart the tendency for subjects to be taught in watertight compartments. Teachers seemed unable to see those connections nor have the inclination to look for them. Yet we have to remember that only about five percent of all those men or women who spend their time in their formative years in academic work actually become professional academics in specialized fields. For the remaining 95% the ability to see the interconnections between specialized approaches to an intellectual problem is very important. P47 SWF

Here we have the dilemma of the arts. Performance is an indicator of success if we are educating artists. What if we are not? What if we are immersing students in an art experience so they can appreciate the creative possibilities of problem solving? What if we are asking students to appreciate the interconnections of knowledge about the world and knowledge about art without emphasizing the need to totally ‘know’ about art and the art world? 

We are actually prefacing a major debate in the art world here. Such is the currency of the art world and art market that there is one school of thought that suggests that art can only exist in the ‘art’ world. An art work requires the sanction of the art world and its market. The question of whether art is possible outside the art world either in its education or its market is really interesting. The Art/Anti-Art dilemma, as Alan Kaplan puts it. It does have an impact on art in the IB as we shall see. The fact is that the IB supports a model where interconnections between subjects, between so called ‘knowledge’s’ should, and I repeat should, bring it down on the creative problem solver side, where creative confidence can be applied to any problem without necessarily tying it the ‘Art world’ model.

ADC Peterson does mention one further, vital consideration to our understanding of the IB model. He states,

“That in designing a series of examinations and assessments on the basis of which to award an IB diploma for so inclusive a course, we have both an obligation and an opportunity to take into account the differing techniques of assessment used in those countries to whose institutions IB candidates were mostly seeking entry” P49 SWF

In the early years of the IB this was a pretty safe statement. The institutions in question were in Europe and America almost without exception. These defined the assessment models used. Would that be true today? Now universities all over the world accept IB students. Are their assessment methods taken into account? As more and more national system schools pick up the IB in countries a long way from Europe, does the IB realize the fragility of continuing with the Eurocentric models it uses?

“These schools do not view curriculum development as a culture-bound process. The development of curriculum would not have as its aim the protection of one specific cultural orientation but would seek to have as broad a focus as possible” N. Richards p.190 Hayden and Thompson 

The ‘then’ and ‘now’.

The IBO was born into a world of optimistic globalization. The early 70’s were at time of rapid growth in technological communications. The ‘global village’ and multi-national companies were burgeoning in a supra-global way. There was a sense of an international economy that transcended national borders. This carried over into education and into cultural interpretation.

“The sources of knowledge … would be global and the view of humanity universal. P.190 Sylvester in Hayden and Thompson.

“As we enter the global phase of human evolution, it becomes obvious that each man has two countries, his own and the planet earth.’ Dubos (quoted in Hayden & Thompson p. 190)

It is a rather specific form of knowledge we are looking at here however. If we accept that cultural heritage has its manifestation in at least some of its forms in the Visual Arts, then it is how international education treats cultural heritage that is of our concern. Is it the case that international education complements cultural heritage, i.e. that with-in all cultures there is an underlying schema of overall human values with an underlying commonality? Simandiraki mentions a ‘universal moral community, a phase bordering on fascism’. P 47 Simandiraki. 

Or is it internationalism globalist, with stereotyped cultural ‘fossils’ as she puts it, that are conveniently appropriated for an internationalist agenda, thus marginalizing true multicultural practices.
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In the section ‘Nature of the Subject’ in the 2002 and current version of the Visual Arts exam, it explicitly states….

“Expression in the Visual Arts is characterized by forms of visual representation, that reflect the cultures of different societies.” It goes on to say..

“Art, including artistic theories and practices, is a cultural manifestation.”

It goes even further by stating, 

“For students to communicate visually, they must locate themselves with-in the cultural context, or contexts, from which to discover and develop appropriate techniques”.

There is a rejoinder however, that appears in the introduction.

‘Designed as a comprehensive two-year curriculum that allows its graduates to fulfill requirements of various national systems, the diploma is based on the pattern of no single country but incorporates the best elements of many.’ P. 1 . Diploma Program Visual Arts

Locating oneself in a culture is one thing. Preparing yourself for a ‘rigorous, pre-university course of studies, leading to examination’ is something else. There are some anomalies here. Who is doing the examining? Which universities are the students preparing for? 

When the exam was formulated the pool of universities was very small, and very specifically euro-centric and western. The question that must be asked here, and is worthy of further examination, is “Are those still the universities who hold sway?” Are universities culturally based? If so, what sort of product from the examination is required for entry?

This really does open an interesting line of inquiry. The nature of culture and cultural heritage comes to confront the globalizing and international interests of the IB.  Which cultures are well represented in the consciousness of the IB and which cultures are under-represented. 

Simandiraki 2006, makes the point that ‘international education and cultural heritage are very diverse in their definitions and practices… It can be argued that such a relationship is established through several channels: for instance, by teaching cultural heritage in institutions, … theorizing about international human values, … stereotyping cultural heritage to represent originating cultures, ….or choosing cultural heritage to represent an ideal of world culture’. P.46 

She goes on to quote from Walker 2002: P. 202 ‘Cultural heritage may also complement international education. In this case, if international education is internationalist – in the sense of a bridging of cultures – cultural heritage can be equated to overall human values….and highlighted as an underlying expression of commonality.’

There are pitfalls in cultural amalgamation. The consideration of cultural objects removes them from their source. It assumes that objects have values that transcend the cultures that made them. They become ‘cultural fossils’, or as Hal Foster, the art critic puts it, ‘objects from frozen histories’, that marginalize their value. 

Hal foster postulates, 

How do we tell the difference between a return to an archaic form of art that bolsters conservative tendencies in a present and a return to a lost model of art made to displace customary ways of working?”   Foster. Return of the Real.. 

Consider the teaching of painting using the Impressionists as models. The code here is an archaic one that can have little relevance in this age for establishing context other than an historical exercise.  One could equally argue the use and role of drawing has its limitations unless the code under which it is taught has relevance.  Drawing, as an academic exercise is a hangover from the time before photography, if practiced in a realistic fashion. As such, it could be argued that it survives as a craft. 

Artistic trends develop from certain ‘histories’. In the western tradition, one view could be based on the development of technology in the west. The technological innovations and advancements in western civilization during the 19th and 20th century were reflected in the artistic traditions of the west. Until the end of the First World War in Europe, art was still regionally based. After that certain schools of art became the vogue not just in their own country but also right across the west. Take the New York School for instance in the 1940’s. It was based on a ‘model of freedom’ as postulated by Charles Baudelaire in 1859. That ‘freedom’ was extended to the artist to allow the clearest form of reflection on society and its ability to provide happiness. Technology changed forever-old forms of representation. Picasso’s ‘Les Demoiselles d’Avignon’ in 1906 marked the onset of a deconstructive view of society that would embrace the manufacturing and mechanical productiveness of society in the west until the present day.

That was not the case in China however. The modern age of art did not begin in 1906. The upheavals of the 20th Century in China, and a completely different political background did not really allow China to develop new trends in contemporary art until the late 1970’s. Very briefly, a seminal moment in modern Chinese artistic development could have been the performance piece by the two Hangzhou artists, Xiao Lu and Tang Song called ‘Dialogue’. This piece involved shooting a telephone with a gun. The act closed down the exhibition and brought the arguments between the Chinese Avante- Garde and the Art institutions in China to a head. The ‘competition’ that existed with the West became a path of assimilation and understanding. Never the less, the education of Chinese artists still followed a traditional line, even though contemporary Chinese artists were becoming very prominent in the international art world.

Foster goes on to discuss how the artist today is affected by the process of creation in which he develops the notion of the ‘other’ in referring to the art work and its relation to the artist. He uses this notion to discuss where difficulties arise in the content of the ‘committed’ artists works. 

“…it is the cultural and/or ethnic other in whose name the committed artist most often struggles….However subtle it may seem, this shift from a subject defined in terms of economic relation to one defined in terms of cultural identity is significant.

Often they draw indirectly on basic principles of the participant-observer tradition, among which…a critical focus on a particular institution and a narrative tense that favors ‘the ethnographic present’; in contemporary art and criticism terms, what drives it?”  15 Anthropology is seen as a discipline that takes culture as its object, and in this expanded field of reference is the domain of the postmodernist practice and theory (thus also the attraction to cultural studies). Ethnography is considered contextual, the automatic demand for which contemporary artists and critics share with other practitioners today, many who aspire to fieldwork in the everyday. Anthropology is thought to arbitrate the interdisciplinary, something almost taken for granted in the IB philosophy. 

The institution of art can no longer be described only in spatial terms (studio, gallery, museum, and so on); it was also a discursive network of different practices and institutions. The observer of art also occupies a new space. Delineated. He or she is also a social subject defined in language and marked by a difference (economic, ethnic, sexual and so on). Of course the breakdown of restrictive definitions of art and artist, identity and community, was also pressured by social movements (civil rights, various feminisms, queer politics, multiculturalism) as well as by theoretical developments.  Thus did art pass into the expanded field of culture that anthropology is thought to survey. 

This has resulted in the manifestation of ‘re-siting’ art in terms of its coding and mapping. They have moved art from a siting on the surface of the mediums used (painted surfaces for instance) to the spaces of museums and exhibitions. They have also moved it from the institutional framework of political and quasi-political institutions that mark the ‘art world’ to more discursive networks where it can treat issues like AIDS, homelessness, racism, feminism as ‘sites’ for art. The tool that has been developed to accomplish this is ‘mapping’. Mapping in recent art has tended toward the sociological and the anthropological, to the point where an ethnographic mapping of an institution or community or subject is a primary form of culturally relevant art today.

The source of cultural information is not as straightforward as an anthropological study might represent. Shifting of cultural information happens not just at the ‘workface’ level of art making. In examinations like the IB Visual Arts, cultural information is subject to interpretation by the examiner. When the examiner is divorced from the subject of the exam, this can result in the grave danger of misinterpretation. In the IB Visual Arts examination process, the ‘weighting’ given to each stage can be a strong determining factor.
On the matter of what constitutes representation of a culture in different societies we run into the issue of dominant cultures and the affect they have on how a culture is represented. Some cultures have the means to record and retain specific cultural memories and information. These dominant traditions institutionally record what they think appropriate and omit, or deliberately forget, elements they don’t regard as important. (Traister, McCrone, Barton, Kane in Simandiraki 2006: 48)

This attitude is used to fortify social, ethnic and national cohesion. For this reason, certain memories and artifacts are deliberately chosen and promoted. Why else would a Sri Lankan student of the visual arts taught by a Sri Lankan teacher, study Monet? Such an attitude tends to equate ‘positivist’ with ‘authoritarian’ (Sim..) and tends to be culturally specific. Why value painting over other less specific or historic art practices? Perhaps there are reasons with-in the practice of art itself.

One view expressed comes from a paper called ‘The Science of Art. A neurological theory of aesthetic experience’ In this paper V.S. Ramachandran and William Hirstein. They propose the view that….

“Any theory of art….has to ideally have three components. (a) The logic of art: whether there are universal rules or principles; (b) The evolutionary rationale: why did these rules evolve and why do they have the form they do; (c) What is the brain circuitry involved?” 2
They propose eight laws of artistic experience - a set of heuristics that artists, either consciously or unconsciously, deploy to optimally titillate the visual areas of the brain. Three of these are as follows. 

They put forward the notion of a ‘peak shift’ effect. They mention the example of a rat that will respond much more vigorously to a long thin rectangle rather than a square. In fact the longer and thinner the rectangle the more attention it gets. They carry this example over to comparing the appealing ‘natural’ stimulus of evocative female nudes painted over the last three centuries. They sort out their appeal in various forms of space – ‘colour space’ and ‘form space’. They extend the implications of stimuli to include ‘supernormal’ stimuli as found in abstract works and different domains of colour, form and depth and how these extend to grouping. They also propose that art is at its most exciting and engaging when practiced through a single dimension (e.g either through the peak shift principle or the grouping). 

They go on to look at another five dimensions. This could be the basis for a further examination at another time but is beyond the scope of this paper. 

One aspect that is worth mentioning is the aspect that Ramanchandran and Hirst call ‘cultural layering’. They use the example of the Hindu sculptures of the Goddess Parvathi circa 11th Century AD. These statues, of great beauty to the Hindu people, were roundly condemned by the British when they arrived as ‘ugly’ and ‘pagan’. The notion that aesthetics is a ‘social’ experience determined by the culture that one is brought up in has a lot of value when considering the cultural content of an international art education. Dominant cultural aesthetics can greatly effect the capacity of art to effect the viewer.

The result of this form of cultural positivism is a ‘sieving’. As Simandiraki puts it, 

‘Whatever it takes, these attitudes amount to an inherent sieving process, where the criteria for cultural representation are implied but not made explicit’. At best this could be regarded as a propagation of the ‘best’ in world culture by a dominant grouping of cultures with the means to do the ‘sieving’. It is more likely to be regarded as a form of cultural imperialism.

International practice in visual arts education has the characteristics of all international education. It needs to constantly justify its authoritarian interpretation and representation of the world, or it needs to align its practices to the increasing cultural pluralism of clashing civilizations and specific public domains. Simandiraki goes on to discuss how this dogmatic dimension inherent in education has to be avoided in internationalist policy by including diversity. This is to avoid the dominance or subordination of cultural elements competing for inclusion, the inequality of voice. 

This ‘dominance of cultures’ very clearly plays a role in the visual arts. In 1996, the American Samuel Huntington declared a ‘Clash of civilizations’.

‘the most important distinctions among people are not ideological, political, or economic. They are cultural. People and nations are attempting to answer the most basic questions humans can face: Who are we? People define themselves in terms of ancestry, religion, language, history, values, customs, and institutions. They identify with cultural groups, tribes, ethnic groups, religious communities, nations, and, at the broadest level, civilizations’ p.220 Saul

Saul goes on to say ‘his argument is really all about the technique of fear. He describes civilizations in the manner that in the past produced religious wars and racial wars.’ President Bush has postulated this view and rhetoric in justifying his ‘war on Terrorism’. A prime act of negative nationalism.

This argument of antagonistic cultural values is carried further in an article by Keith Windscuttle entitled “The cultural war on Western civilization”, published in 2002 after the September the 11 attack on the World Trade Center in New York. He grandly states 

“Anti-Westernism constitutes a true ideology: it sees the world as an area of conflict and has a political program to change the world for its own ends. It is formidable in its comprehensiveness and in the number of intellectual fields it encompasses. They include history, literature, the arts, the social sciences, the physical sciences, and the law” Windscuttle: 2

His forcefully put views are a rejoinder to Edward Said, an Arab-American literary critic from Columbia University and a long-time Palestinian activist (according to Windscuttle) who wrote an influential book on Orientalism where he claims that “from its classical origins, Western culture had been defined not by its own internal development, but by its long history of antagonism to ‘the Other’, that is, to non-Western cultures.” (Windscuttle: 3).

Windscuttles argument is that the rest of the world owes much to Western civilization. He maintains that those developing and third world countries that did not pick up the advantages offered by the west, (economic models, democracy, western aid, etc.) have only themselves to blame for their failures. To him, there is no other path to success. 

To him, culture could be stated in the framework of Matthew Arnold, a 19th century philosopher who wrote in a tract called ‘Culture and Anarchy’ that “culture” meant “the best that has been thought and said”. His concept of artistic excellence and its critical appreciation by an educated elite provided the principle rationale for the teaching of humanities for two thirds of the twentieth century. Windscuttle: 12

It was in the sixties that this recipe for ‘excellence and elitism’, in a positive sense, was overtaken by the belief that all cultures were equal. The difficulty was that ‘excellence and elitism’ existed mainly in the west.

“The notion of cultural relativism entailed a radical rethinking of western intellectual life. In aesthetic criticism, it meant traditional standards had to be jettisoned. Italian Opera could no longer be considered superior to Chinese Opera. The theatre of Shakespeare was no better than that of Kabuki, only different” Windscuttle: 12

This notion of cultural superiority does exist, and it does exist in the institutions that record and inspire cultural memory. Universities. It is a matter of conjecture as to whether it has any affect on how cultural examinations are assessed. It is also a matter of conjecture as to whether the lofty goals of international understanding and cultural diversity are unintentionally subverted either by attitude or accident.

Back to the exam

There are some lofty statements of intent in the ‘Nature of the exam’ section, all of which sound good. When we look further into the structure of the exam, we find an exam devoid of content, for good reason. The essence of the approach in IB Art is the process of making. The criteria for the research workbook in particular, are well suited to the process of investigating and developing an idea. That idea is then placed in a critical context, to quote from the context of the exam, “they must locate themselves within the cultural context, or contexts, from which to discover and develop appropriate techniques.” They then have a further rejoinder “to study ways in which to interpret and comment critically on the human condition.” This is made clear in the criteria dealing with context. So it is reasonable to expect to find evidence of these things in the artworks and research done on them. 

The methods of assessing this approach to making art are also commendable. The examination is done by a ‘visiting examiner’ who interviews the candidate in front of their exhibition of finished work supported by the complete research workbook. A selection of 12 works is photographed and a selection of twenty pages from their research workbook is photocopied and included in a ‘candidates record book’. This CRB is used by the examiner to record their thoughts about the candidates interview and work and make an initial judgement as to how they have met the criteria. This CRB is then forwarded to a ‘senior examiner’ or ‘moderator’ to have those judgments moderated against some agreed standards, presumably established in conjunction with the chief examiner. I say, ‘presumably’ because the process is not open to scrutiny. Last year an extra process of ‘moderation’ was added to the examination process in that a copy of the CRB had to be made so it could be forwarded to a research workbook moderator. This moderator ‘marked’ the teachers internal assessment of the research workbook. This was no doubt aimed at increasing the ‘reliability’ of judgments of the research workbook.

The process itself is potentially very sound. The idea of a visiting examiner is based on the principle of a ‘school friend’. The school can select who they wish to examine them. Culturally, this is a strength. It is reasonable to assume that schools will get someone who knows their program, who is familiar with the cultural context of the students, and thus, is likely to have a better understanding of the conditions that produced the art. This undoubtedly adds to the validity of the exam.

It is its application of the assessment process that creates uncertainty. The examiners are not trained. The only ‘training’ they are given is in the form of an examiners manual. There is a training module on the IB’s website in the On line Curriculum Center. Currently it does not work. 

Examiners only have to apply to be accepted by the IBO. As far as moderators go, I actually have no knowledge of how they are appointed but their function is, I hypothesize, to add ‘reliability’ to the examiners judgments. These moderators are a rather mysterious group in visual arts. Examiners never meet them or have any formal conversation with them. The only feedback an examiner gets is how far their grade level awards were changed.

In fact, just how much notice is taken of the examiners assessments is questionable. Incidental comments have made it very clear that examiners actually don’t have much of a say in the assessment process. It is the moderators and chief examiner who really do the grade level awards. I quote Ormond Fannon, deputy chief examiner from a forum on visual art on the OCC,………..

‘A word about moderation: It is important to remember that after the teachers internally assesses (RWB for HL/SLA & Studio Work for SLB) the final mark is only decided after the moderators’ consideration of what they read in the CRB’s. This highlights how important it is for the CRB’s to carry samples of the best work your students have produced and which reflect all criteria” 

This comment was made before RWB moderation became required. Notice the marking is carried out on only the 20 pages selected from the RWB, not the whole thing. Surely, this severely reduces the validity of the assessment of the research workbook that is the foundation of the whole exam. The notion of preparing 20 pages for sending away to the moderator and having a normal journal of indeterminate quality and quantity because nobody grades it are tantamount to contravening the spirit of the examination. What is the purpose of the workbook, especially as teachers are instructed to only grade on the 20 pages they send away?

The question of validity is a major part of any assessment process. If the most knowledgeable of all the stages; the one with the greatest access to the most complete form of all the information a student has to offer; the examiner, is not given the status they should, this leaves the CRB as the only source. As Ormond Fannon points out, if this is not well done, how can ‘they’ (the moderators) award the grades if the CRB is not well done? This places a lot of onus on the judgment of the moderator, someone who is culturally and intellectually distant from the student; someone who is ‘unknown’; someone who looks at 20 pages of approximately 150 pages of the research workbook; someone who sees the artistic ‘artifacts’ that are supposed to represent the cultural context of the student, only through photographs and hears nothing of the students views expressed in the interview. No record of the interview is present. Essentially, the only judgment of context can come from the research workbook and under the new system; there is a studio moderator and a RWB moderator so the connection between the two parts of the examination is essentially severed. Thus severely reducing the validity of the exam.

It is a worthy question to ask just what then is examined. Can context be established from the photographs of artifacts alone? It is difficult to imagine yet this judgment constitutes 70% of the exam. So conjecturing on where judgment of performance might go if context cannot be established, it is reasonable that aesthetic concerns come into play, aesthetic concerns that may be subject to cultural layering. Cultural interpretations of aesthetics, it can be argued, play a big part in judgment. Contemporary practice (installation, time-based work, digital work, ‘found’ art) or any work that cannot be photographed well seems not to do as well as the traditional work. Certainly, contemporary practice is not represented in the virtual gallery. Certain, culturally specific, ways of working (particularly euro-western traditional practice) is almost all that is represented. As for works that critically examine the human condition or demonstrate cultural context, these are difficult to find.

It has become a matter of validity. There is a certain amount of trust involved here. Trust does not exist in situations where transparency is not present. If grade levels vary greatly from expected grades, schools and teachers have no knowledge of why or how they were not ‘on the mark’. Discussions by the examiners are virtually useless because of their isolation from the majority of the assessment process. If a moderator changes an examiner’s grades, the school should be told.

Further, there needs to be greater transparency and recognition of cultural contexts. The exam is based in Europe. The assessment is based in Europe. There seems to be little trust of regions away from Europe. I hesitate to conjecture on the cultural backgrounds of the majority of moderators.

Times have changed. No longer is the greatest number of schools who offer the IB Diploma, ‘international’ schools. Currently, there are more national schools offering the exam than international. The early need to provide a euro-centric type education for European and American Universities has been dissipated by the wide acceptance of the IB as an entry qualification in Universities all around the world and the new need of providing national schools with an international perspective. There is a different ‘need’ for the exam. Globalisation has changed. It is no longer just economically driven. The influence of the major powers of the world has changed. Economies do not depend on America and Europe for guidance despite what Windscuttle might say. Brazil, Venezuela and India to name but a few of a growing number of economies that do not run to old world economics. Major armies do not run the world. Wars are fought with ‘irregular’ forces, stateless in some cases. Nationalism is again on the rise, but in new forms. Nation building, as a positive force, is a strong goal of communities today. Concern for cultural sensitivities is a vital aspect of international concerns. Students are well advised today to concern themselves with strengthening their own nation states as well as venturing into international ventures. There is a strong need to recognize negative national activities that divide and encourage conflict, and work to avoid these situations. This is the world we are asking students to interpret in their art, a global world of nation states, who need support in their relations with other nation states. The real issues of the international are now in recognizing how to help without being tokenistic. 

If this is a global world, we need a global examination, not a euro-centric one. Why cannot the administration of the examination of visual art be de-centralised to the IBO regions? There could be regional panels of moderators who work with and train culturally sympathetic examiners for each region with chief moderators for each region establishing an inter-region connection for reliability. Validity would go up. Reliability could be ensured in a transparent fashion with improved reporting to schools. The ‘guaranteed accuracy’ that Ormond Fannon speaks of can only come when there is belief in the capacity of the system to deliver it. When cultural mistrust of a power blocks exists, that confidence in judgement is not there.

There is evidence of expected performance, although its not culturally ‘safe’. There is also a ‘Virtual Gallery’ of selected works on the OCC that is designed, I presume, to show exemplars of works thought to be indicative of the IB’s goals and objectives in the visual arts. 
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Here, I guess we can say, is evidence of what sort of performance is required. This is the section where all is made clear. An interpretation of what is considered ‘good’ art. If you like to practice in a postmodern fashion, you are in for a shock. Since 2000, 847 pieces have been placed in the virtual gallery. The gallery is divided into 17 sections. Ten of those sections deal with painting (which is in itself divided into Self Portraits, Portraits, observational, landscape, imaginative and figurative), drawing, printmaking, mixed media (used in the most traditional of ways.), and collage. The other sections cover computer, ceramics, textiles, sculpture, photography, design and ‘culture’. 

The fact is there is no installation, no time based work, very little work that could even be considered post-modern. The materials used are traditional. Digital work is rare. Evidence of ‘cultural diversity’ is practically non-existent In the ‘cultural section there are twelve pieces. If we follow the notion of a frozen culture, then we have some great examples. Many pieces rely on their ‘aesthetics’, their appeal to the senses. Content can only be judged by style, and it is very traditional European, very ‘western’ in its orientation. That’s not surprising as 57% of all the work shown is from Europe or America, and a good proportion of the rest comes from European/American International Schools overseas. Certain schools have a stylistic tradition that sees them well represented. Li Po Chung in Hong Kong is represented by over 40 pieces in 9 different categories since 2000. Whether we are seeing the best or not is a culturally layered decision. There are other layers of bias as well when it comes to practice as pointed out above. Such an exhibition on the website must be a pointer to expected performance. There is no content in the exam prescription, but there is a statement about cultural diversity in the exam documentation. 

Such a website is a danger to cultural diversity and establishing identity outside the artwork itself. Students who are given access to it assume that such work is a reference for their own performance. Indeed, the IBO seems to encourage that, as they have used a students work as an exemplar of high performance in their examiners training section. That student has visited the virtual gallery and recorded the fact on their research workbook at some length, and then submitted it as one of their exemplar pages. The IB has sanctioned this practice by putting the sample on their website. Surely, this is very unsafe practice for an examination that purports to encourage art in context and personal exploration.

In conclusion

The early days of the IBO were in the heady times of a globalising world intent on spreading and enjoying the benefits of an ‘international culture’. The opportunities for caring world communities and learning and appreciating and respecting others cultures through new technologies, new responsible markets that transcended boundaries, creating literally a ‘new’ world, were too good to miss. This, along with radical reforms in education in Europe where the inter-connectiveness of knowledge, systems of learning the process of learning, structures for learning rather than knowing all combined to bring the IBO into existence. The primary focus of the IBO was the last two years of the International School High School, as a preparation for going to selected European and American universities. The intervening years saw a huge growth in the number of schools adopting the IB and a large expansion of the qualification in acceptance in world universities. National systems started to adopt the IB system of learning. The clientele moved from a Euro-centric oriented set to a more globally focused group. The needs for the IB are many, but the thread that runs through it is undoubtedly its opportunities for providing access to international understanding and global markets.

Those hopeful globalising tendencies of the late 20th century have been somewhat changed. Global markets still exist, as do multi-national companies. But alternative market economies are growing in Brazil, China, India and the like. Major multi-national corporations are under threat. Microsoft in Europe for example. Scandal has hit technocratically run global organisations. Populist leaders and new nationalistic tendencies are manifesting themselves. The need to recognise new nationhood’s in a positive fashion is paramount along with the large world issues of poverty, water shortages, and population shift. Cultural sensitivity is vital to be able to facilitate change.

Growth in the IB and changing world conditions means the old could be giving way to the new. The over-riding ethos of education, that one world group holds so it can be imposed on others, is dangerous today. IB Art is a great example. There is Euro centric imposition of standards in the exam. There is cultural imposition of methodology. The time has come to encompass the worldview and look for new structures of assessment that cater for different parts of the world. Global moderation by one cultural grouping is not going to work in the future. If the IB is going to survive, it must accept that cultural heritages do matter. Contemporary practice has to be taken into account. Views and cultural understandings of all its participants have to be taken into account. Regional panels are one way of adopting this model.

Mahatma Ghandi said, “Do not stop up the windows and doors of my house so I cannot see what is outside. Let the winds blow from everywhere, but do not let them blow my house down. It is my house”.
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