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Executive summary 

The study 

 

The aim of the study was to investigate how schools define and measure the success of the IB 

Primary Years Programme. The study was conducted between October 2012 and May 2013 and 

was designed for use within the IB to inform programme development and school and 

professional development services. The study provides an understanding of those aspects of the 

Primary Years Programme (PYP) that are most valued by stakeholder groups within schools and 

seen as contributing to the success of the programme in the school context, and the indicators 

that these groups use to explain successful programme implementation. The study asked schools 

to suggest areas for future programme development and give recommendations on how this 

development could be approached. 

 

Research questions 

The following guiding questions were used. 

 

1. What are schoolsô definitions of the ñsuccessò of the PYP? Do schoolsô definitions of 

ñsuccessò vary by school type or geographical location? 

 

2. How do schools evaluate their definitions of the ñsuccessò of the PYP? Specifically, what 

evidence is identified, collected, interpreted, and recorded to provide indicators of 

ñsuccessò in the following areas?  

o school leadership 

o teachersô pedagogical beliefs and practices 

o parent satisfaction with the PYP 

o student learning outcomes 

o how students demonstrate the attributes of the IB learner profile 

o development of international-mindedness within the school community 

o school ethos and culture. 
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3. What do school stakeholders (including teachers, PYP coordinators, school leaders and 

parents) perceive is needed for future development and to ensure the continued success of 

the programme? 

 

Research design and method 

The study used a two-stage qualitative mixed method design. An electronic questionnaire was 

sent to all PYP schools that had undergone a programme evaluation visit. The questionnaire used 

open-ended questions that focused on perceptions of programme success and on suggestions for 

future development of the programme. Each school was requested to convene three focus 

groupsðadministrators, teachers and parentsðto respond separately to the questionnaire. Data 

from the questionnaire was analysed using qualitative techniquesðcoding and sortingðto 

provide answers to the research questions. Six volunteer schools were selected to provide case 

studies. Case studies were constructed to gain an in-depth understanding of schoolsô journeys to 

successful programme implementation, to place the perceptions of success in the context of the 

school, to understand how context influenced perceptions of success for different stakeholder 

groups in the schools, and to examine the effects of school type (public and private) and 

geographic location. Cross-case analysis was used to look for patterns in the case study data, 

which was also used to confirm, explain and add depth to the patterns that emerged from the 

analysis of the questionnaire data. 

 

Key findings 

School indicators and measures of success  

School communities that consider the PYP successful note the following indicators and measures 

of success.  

 

1. Enhanced student learning outcomes and demonstration of the attributes of the IB learner 

profile in schools, specifically the following student outcomes. 
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o Students showed an enjoyment of learning demonstrated by their willingness to 

be involved in school activities. 

o Students demonstrated confidence in assemblies, class presentations and 

discussions. 

o Students demonstrated mastery of inquiry learning skills through questioning and 

problem solving. 

o Students were willing to take control of their learning, and to take action  

o Students demonstrated moral and ethical decision-making when interacting with 

the school community. 

o Students showed an awareness of local and global issues, and the links between 

the two. 

 

2. Enhanced school community, the programme is perceived to be successful in creating a 

shared vision of learning that extends from leadership to teachers, learners and their 

parents and beyond into the larger communityða community of learners. The indicator 

of success in this area is a sense of unity, coherence, common purpose and ownership of 

the programme among all stakeholder groups in the school. Specifically, schools note the 

success of how the PYP supports the following. 

o The use of the learner profile to guide all aspects of school action and decision-

making, and provide a defining ethos for the school. 

o The use of common PYP terminology and vocabulary by all members of the 

community, extending the ability to communicate about the programme with the 

larger IB community. 

 

3. Enhanced international-mindedness in the school community, the PYPôs international-

mindedness focus is seen as successful by the case study schools in challenging the 

schools to make connections with the wider community and bring global issues into the 

schools. 
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4. Enhanced teacher pedagogical beliefs and practices, the programme is viewed as 

successful because it allowed teachers to: 

o have a direct input into curriculum design and delivery as measured by the 

schoolôs programme of inquiry and curriculum documents 

o improve their teaching through targeted professional development and reflection 

on practice, as measured by classroom observations and teacher evaluations 

o collaborate with other teachers throughout the PYP programme in the 

development of the programme of inquiry 

o demonstrate their own enjoyment of learning and an improved confidence in their 

approach to teaching 

o gain direct help from the programme coordinator leadership in finding resources 

and providing feedback 

o see enhanced learner outcomes in student approaches to learning and social 

interactions, as measured by indicators of academic achievement and daily 

behaviour. 

 

5. Enhanced school leadership, the PYP is perceived as successful because it ensures school 

leaders can: 

o focus their decision-making regarding the allocation of financial and human 

resources. This includes the hiring of teachers with PYP or inquiry learning 

experience, the provision of appropriate professional development opportunities, 

the allocation of school time for planning and collaboration, and the development 

of school facilities, such as the library, to support the programme. Thus, the 

programme contributes to more efficient use of school resources. 

o meet parent expectations, as evidenced by positive feedback from parent surveys 

o attract students to the school, as shown by parents and students choosing the 

school above others. 

 

6. Enhanced parent involvement, the programme is regarded as successful by and for 

parents because they can: 
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o see their childrenôs pride in their work and confidence in their ability to 

demonstrate their learning 

o see their child wanting to share school experiences with them, to work on school 

projects at home, and to have their parents involved in school activities 

o feel satisfied that their children are being well-prepared for future. 

 

 

School context  

The study looked for different definitions of success in schools sharing common contextual 

features and found that school context interacted with programme implementation in influencing 

success in complex ways. Some factors common to several case study schools include the 

following. 

o The need to accommodate state or national curriculum requirements that required 

students to learn specific content or educators to prepare students for tests. 

o Availability of financial resources increased or limited the experiences that could be 

provided for children and the professional development opportunities for teachers. 

o Geographic isolation from other members of the IB community limited access to 

seeing the implementation of the PYP in other school contexts. 

o Previous teacher training and teacher mobility affected schoolsô abilities to develop a 

common understanding of inquiry learning. 

 

No consistent pattern of interaction of the PYP and school context was found with regard to 

school type or geographic location. 

 

Recommendations for future programme development  

 

Flexibility, innovation and simplification in the curriculum framework  

 

Schools seek the flexibility to adapt and innovate within the curriculum framework and made the 

following recommendations. 
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o Allow ñmaster schoolsò to have the flexibility to experiment and innovate with different 

numbers of units and time allocation to specific inquiries. 

o Review number of units for schools integrating other curriculum models. 

 

Align the IB programmes and language 

 

The following recommendation was made regarding current differences in the programme 

models and terminology between the three programmes for students.  

o Consistency in terminology and approach across all programmes would help IB World 

Schools to create a seamless curriculum sequence.  

 

Enhance professional development 

 

Schools want to improve teaching and learning in their schools and seek exemplars of curriculum 

development and delivery.  The following recommendations were made. 

o Set up regional centres, designate ñschools of excellenceò for live or virtual visits. 

o Annotated videos of experts teaching whole units would provide useful in-school training 

materials and a focus for in school discussions as well as giving all schools a common 

understanding of best practice with regard to PYP instruction. 

 

Build community 

  

Schools value and seek more interaction with IB staff, and want to connect with other PYP 

schools in different contexts for guidance and support. The following recommendations were 

made.  

o Develop helplines staffed by professional trainers. 

o Use scholarships to help teachers from schools with limited funds to visits to other 

schools 
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Conclusion 

 

This study offers strong evidence that the PYP operates successfully across all PYP school 

contexts. In keeping with the research literature of successful schools as learning communities 

focused on enhancing student outcomes, the PYP schools in this study based their assessment of 

the success of the programme on developing student understandings of attitudes, values and 

skills seen as equipping them for lifelong learning, involvement and contributions to local and 

global communities. The schools acknowledged the important relationships that exist between 

teaching and student outcomes, and the contributions of leadership and parents in creating a 

favourable climate and culture for learning. The enhancement of all of these relationships 

through the PYP framework and requirements made it a successful programme for the schools in 

the study. 

 

The PYP schools in the study offered insight into the areas they perceive as needing additional 

support from the IB. The schoolsô recommendations provide a ñjumping off pointò for further 

development and innovation in the IB community. Schools define the success of the programme 

in terms of building a successful learning community and placing their learning community 

within the context of the larger IB community. Schools are focused on the continual cultivation 

and enhancement of their learning communities and the suggestions made are concerned with 

building on successful aspects of the PYP, rather than changing the PYP. 
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Chapter 1 introduction and overview 

Research overview and purpose 

The International Baccalaureate (IB) is a non-profit educational foundation, motivated by its 

mission to develop inquiring, knowledgeable and caring young people who help create a better 

and more peaceful world through intercultural understanding and respect.  Founded in 1968, the 

IB currently works with more than 3,100 state and privately funded schools in 140 countries to 

develop and offer three challenging programmes to approximately 892,000 students worldwide. 

The Primary Years Programme (PYP) for students aged 3-12 started in 1997 and is now offered 

by 784 IB World Schools. To bring about better understanding of the benefits of implementing 

the programme in diverse educational contexts worldwide, this research study aimed to 

investigate how schools define the ósuccessô of the PYP and accordingly identify, collect, record 

and interpret evidence demonstrating the ósuccessô of the programme. 

 

In defining the approach to the study the researchers worked from the understanding that the 

PYP is regarded as a highly successful programme by schools that use it, but that schools and 

school stakeholder groups could have very different perceptions of why the programme was 

successful for them. These differences could well reflect unique differences in school context 

given that the PYP is used by schools worldwide, both state and publically funded. A further 

understanding that grounded the study was that there might well be differences in the 

interpretation of success, or the understanding of what contributed to it in a school setting within 

different stakeholder groups ï school leaders and administrators, teachers, and parentsï within 

each school. More difficult to capture, but also recognized, was that perceptions of success could 

well change over time, the result of changing school or contextual factors. 

 

Thus the study focuses on capturing schools initial reactions to reflecting on what makes the 

programme successful for them, and how they know it is successful. What does ósuccessô mean 

to schools when they are prompted to describe it? What, from the schoolsô perspectives, are the 

strengths of the programme, the challenges they have overcome to make the programme 
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successful for them, and the ways in which the programme has enabled the school to overcome 

challenges inherent in their culture and context.   

 

Given that the PYP is now entering its 15
th
 year of implementation with a planned programme 

review, a further purpose of the research was to provide schools with an opportunity to reflect on 

how the success of the programme could be sustained and improved in coming years. The 

schools in this study had been implementing the PYP for a minimum of four years. As such they 

could be expected to have reached a level of comfort and expertise with PYP implementation in 

their schools that allowed them to usefully contribute to a discussion of approaches to future 

development. 

 

Finally, the study drew on the research literature of successful schools, primarily developed in 

the US, but now widely used to underpin ógood practiceô by all stakeholder groups in schools 

worldwide. The accepted model of a successful school is one where all stakeholder groups are 

aligned in their endeavours to enhance student learning, and share a common understanding and 

vision of the methods by which this goal can best be achieved. The researchers sought to 

examine if this alignment of stakeholder understanding was present in PYP schools and 

contributed to their perceptions of success, in addition to identifying the practices individual 

stakeholder groups perceived as being the best indicators of success. 

 

Guiding questions 

The guiding questions for this research focused on how schools defined success in their school 

context: 

1. What are schoolsô definitions of the ósuccessô of the PYP? 

a. Do schoolsô definitions of ósuccessô vary by school type or geographical 

location? 

  

2. How do schools evaluate their own definitions of the ósuccessô of the PYP? 

Specifically, what evidence is identified, collected, interpreted, and recorded to 

provide indicators of ósuccessô in the following areas?   
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a. School leadership 

b. Teacher pedagogical beliefs and practices 

c. Parental satisfaction with the PYP 

d. Student learning outcomes 

e. Student demonstration of the attributes of the IB Learner Profile 

f. Development of international mindedness within the school community 

g. School ethos and culture 

 

3. What do school stakeholders (including teachers, PYP coordinators, school leaders 

and parents) perceive is needed for future development to ensure the continued 

success of the programme? Which aspects of the PYP require future development 

(and what kind of development?) to ensure the continued success of the programme? 

 

Research design and method 

The study used a two-stage qualitative mixed method design. An electronic questionnaire with 

open-ended prompts focused on perceptions of programme success and on suggestions for future 

development of the programme, was sent to all PYP schools that had undergone a programme 

evaluation visit. Each school was requested to convene three focus groups ï administrators, 

teachers and parents ï to respond separately to the electronic questionnaire.  Data from the 

questionnaire was analyzed using qualitative techniques ï coding and sorting - to provide 

answers to the research questions. Six volunteer schools from those responding to the 

questionnaire were selected to provide case studies. Case studies were constructed to gain in-

depth understanding of schoolôs journeys to successful programme implementation, to place the 

perceptions of success recorded by schools into the context of the school, to understand how 

context influenced perceptions of success for different stakeholder groups in the schools, and to 

examine the effects of school type (public and private) and geographical location in particular. 

Across case analysis was employed to look for patterns in the case study data, which was also 

used to confirm, explain and add depth to the patterns that emerged from the analysis of the 

questionnaire data. 
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Significance of the study 

The study was designed for use within the IB to inform programme development as well as 

school and professional development services.  It provides an understanding of those aspects of 

the PYP that are most valued by stakeholder groups within schools, and the indicators that they 

use to explain successful programme implementation.  In addition, the study highlights areas for 

future programme development suggested by the schools, together with their recommendations 

regarding how this development could be approached. 

 

Outline of the study 

There are five chapters in this study.  In this chapter, a brief overview and outline of the study is 

presented.  Chapter 2 provides a review of literature that frames the study around effective and 

successful schools and defining success in schools.  Chapter 3 is the research methodology and 

describes the research design and methods used.  Chapter 4 is the findings chapter that offers 

school definitions of success along with indicators and evidence of success.  Chapter 5 is the 

concluding chapter and includes a discussion and conclusion of the study.  
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Chapter 2 Review of related literature 

Introduction  

In developing an approach to this study of how PYP schools and their stakeholders define the 

success of the programme, the researchers examined research literature from a number of 

different sources. The literature search sought sources that addressed the definition of a 

successful programme, and in so far as the PYP is all encompassing with regard to school 

operation, the definition of a successful school.  The sources included the literature around 

effective schools, school improvement, contextual influences on successful school outcomes, 

schools as communities of learners and professional learning communities, successful practices 

of school stakeholder groups, IB definitions of successful PYP implementation, and the problems 

of defining successful programmes. In keeping with the qualitative nature of the study, the 

review of the literature was undertaken to establish the relevance of the research questions, to 

give guidelines regarding research design, and to allow for comparison between the finding that 

emerged from this research study and previous research (Maxwell, 2005). 

 

Research into successful schools 

How to define school success has been a question that has occupied researchers since the 1970s 

when interest in the US focused on establishing why some schools were able to achieve student 

outcomes far superior to those of others with similar characteristics and contexts.  Edmonds 

(1979), among others, conducted a series of studies of schools judged to be successful, 

developing from them a list of common characteristics with a view to enabling school 

improvement in less successful schools. As both research designs and statistical techniques 

developed during the 1980s, a second wave of óeffective schoolsô research followed the same 

pattern of identification of characteristics shared by successful schools (Creemers, 1996; 

Mortimer et al., 1988). These characteristics included site management and leadership; staff 

stability; parental involvement and support; collaborative planning and a sense of community; 

clear goals and expectations commonly shared; and curriculum and instructional articulation and 

organization. Summarizing the findings of this work, Prazer (1984) noted ñEvery major research 



 

 

16 

study on successful schools has noted the organizational phenomenon of collective action, 

agreed-on purpose, and belief in attainmentò (p.20). 

 

A third wave of studies shifted the focus of research to school improvement. School 

improvement research has as its focus the processes by which schools improve over time by 

changing school culture and organization (Fullan, 2002; Harris, 2002). However, school 

improvement research continued to add to the list of characteristics that influence a schoolsô 

ability to be successful in improving student outcomes. New additions to the characteristics of 

schools that enhance student learning included continuous analysis; reflection and growth by 

teachers; a consideration and adaptation for individual school context and culture; and varied 

sources of leadership, including teacher leadership (Davies, 2002: Johnson, Johnson, and 

Gilhiam, 2005).  

 

Context and successful schools 

The research into successful schools was criticized for ignoring differences between schools that 

may influence a schoolôs perception of effectiveness and the methods adopted to achieve desired 

student outcomes (Hannaway and Talbert, 1993). Contextual differences may include location, 

the socioeconomic status of the community the school serves, studentsô race and ethnicity, and 

the financial and human resources available to the school.  Context studies of successful schools 

in the US as defined by their ability to improve academic outcomes for low income students and 

underachieving ethnic groups, suggest common characteristics that account for their 

effectiveness including respect for racial pluralism; a culture of caring; shared governance 

involving leaders, teachers, parents and students; and professional development to help teachers 

address student diversity (Stedman, 1987; Pierce, 1991; Scribner, 1999).   
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Successful practice and school stakeholders 

While Vescio and colleagues (2008: 84) warn of the dangers of simplifying and 

compartmentalizing what is actually complex and contextual, and the need to honor the 

multifaceted interweaving of factors that create a climate of success. The research literature 

defines successful practices for stakeholder groups within schools. These are: 

 

Leadership: Current understanding of leadership for successful schools charges leaders with 

setting directions for the school (identifying and articulating a vision, creating shared meaning, 

creating high performance expectations, fostering the acceptance of group goals, monitoring 

organizational performance and communicating); developing people (offering intellectual 

stimulations, providing individualized support, providing an appropriate model) and developing 

the organization (strengthening school culture, modifying organizational structure, building 

collaborative process, managing the environment). In addition, successful school leaders create 

and sustain a competitive school, empower others to make significant decisions, provide 

instructional guidance, build powerful forms of teaching and learning, and create strong 

communities in school (Leithwood and Riehl, 2003; Riehl, 2000). Sergiovanni (1996) states: 

   

ñLeaders in focused communities are committed to the principle that 

form should follow function: they strive to embody this principle as 

decisions are made about organization, staff, time, money, space and 

other resources, curriculum focus, content implementation and 

assessment, teacher development, supervision and evaluation, and other 

matters that impact the quality of teaching and learningò (p.184). 

 

Teachers: A research synthesis of successful teacher practices (Goe, Bell and Little, 2008) noted 

the following five characteristics as influencing student success; holding high expectations for all 

students: contributing to positive academic, attitudinal, and social outcomes; using diverse 

resources to plan and structure engaging learning opportunities and monitoring progress; 

contributing to the development of classrooms and schools that value diversity and civic-

mindedness; and collaborating with other teachers, administrators, parents and education 
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professionals to ensure student success. Goe, Bell and Little (2008) suggest that definitions of 

teacher effectiveness must go beyond teachersô contribution to student achievement gains to 

include how teachers impact classrooms, schools, and their colleagues as well as how they 

contribute to other important outcomes for students. 

 

Parents: Research about parent involvement in their childôs education at home (Fan and Chen, 

2001), note the positive effects on student outcomes at school, specifically that children go 

farther in school when their parents are involved in school, and provide a home environment that 

supports learning. These factors are more important to student success than income, education 

level, or cultural background. Leithwood and Riehl (2003) state ñStudent learning is enhanced 

when it is supported by both the school and family. For that to happen, learning goals must be 

acceptable to families and families must have the resources, knowledge and inclination to helpò 

(para 50).  Some of the results of parental involvement noted by Fan and Chen (2001) include 

enhanced student achievement, reduced absenteeism, and improved behavior. 

 

Schools as communities of learners 

A new focus on successful schools has come with Sergiovanniôs (1999) proposition that schools 

are communities rather than organizations, an approach further developed by Furman (1998), 

envisioning the school as ñan interconnected, interdependent web of persons engaged in global 

communityò (p.132). The National Study of School Evaluations (NSSE) (2008) noted 

ñsuccessful schools are distinguished by the coordination, coherence, and alignment of their 

daily instructional practices and organizational conditions with the mission of their school and 

the goals for improving student achievementò (p.113).  
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School culture and climate have come to be seen as important determinants of successful 

schools. Alton-Lee (2003) states: 

 

The intellectual climate is demonstrated by activities that support and 

challenge students including a rich, rigorous and engaging curriculum 

and a powerful pedagogy for teaching it, rules and policies that hold all 

school members accountable to high standards of learning and behavior: 

traditions and routines, built from shared values, that honor and 

reinforce the schoolôs academic and social standards; a voice in, and 

shared responsibility for solving problems and making decisions that 

affect the school environment and their common life, ways of effectively 

partnering with parents to support studentôs learning and character 

growth, and norms or relationships and behavior that create a 

professional culture of excellence and ethics (para 4).  

 

The Character Education Partnership (CEP) suggests ñA positive school culture is the 

cornerstone of all good schools. It is the foundation for school improvementò (para 1). An 

extension of the concept of school as an integrated learning community is the ideal of the school 

as a professional learning community.  Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, Thomas, and Wallace (2005) 

suggest that an effective professional learning community has the capacity to promote and 

sustain the learning of all professions in the school community with the collective purpose of 

enhancing student learning. Developing this theme further, Hord and Sommers (2008) examined 

the concept of successful schools being professional learning communities, defining these as 

ñcommunities of professionals working to improve student learning together, by engaging in 

continuous collective learning of their ownò (p.ix).  Characteristics of such communities are 

shared beliefs; values and norms; trust; supportive leadership; collective learning; deprivatization 

of teaching; a focus on student learning; and collaboration (DuFour, 2005; Vescio, Ross and 

Adam, 2008). Examining the methods to build such professional learning communities, 

McLaughlin and Talbert (2006) note ñWe know much less about the process ï how teacher 
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learning communities get started, how they develop, and how requirements for their development 

and markers of maturity changeò (p.129). 

 

Defining school success 

Despite the continuous theory-development and research undertaken in the field, definitions of 

school success and how it should be measured continue to diverge widely. Glickman et al. 

(2010) ask:  

 

ñWhat do we mean by school success, and how do we measure it? Is the 

measure of school success short term ï higher achievement scores on 

standardized basic-skills tests? Is school success measured by improved 

student attitudes toward learning, social behavior, displays of creative 

work, critical writing or thinking, attendance, grades, promotion, 

retention, or community or extracurricular participation?ò (p.38). 

 

Glickman concludes ña successful school is foremost an organization that defines good 

education for itself, through its goals and desired practices, and then engages in collective 

action to achieve that visionò (p. 38). The theme of individual school definitions of success is 

further explored by Poulin, Harris, and Jones (2000) who return to the theme of school context 

when they note that definitions of programme success may well vary from organization to 

organization as a result of informal goals, organizational structure, and specific features of the 

population the programme is designed to serve. Coulling (2000) further suggests that 

stakeholders within an organization can all be working towards the same purpose ósuccessô but 

see the means to achieving it and the vision of what it looks like, quite differently.  Building on 

this theme of honoring the different perspectives of stakeholders, Mosconi and Emmett (2003) 

suggest that regardless of programme goals, factors such as ingrained cultural considerations, the 

diverse ways people have chosen to find meaning in their lives, and evolving expectations may 

lead to definitions of success that change over time and between different stakeholders engaged 

in the same endeavour. 
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Defining successful PYP implementation 

 The review of relevant literature also included an examination of IB documents that define a 

successful Primary Years Programme (PYP) and successful implementation of programme 

components (IBO Website).  These included programme guides and the self-study document.  In 

these documents, the IB provides a series of standards for different aspects of the program as a 

guide to a schoolôs progress towards successful implementation. These are used by schools in 

developing the self-study required for authorization and re-authorization to offer the programme, 

and is assessed for accuracy by a visiting IB team who look for evidence of the progress 

indicated by the school. Feedback to the school is provided after an authorization/evaluation visit 

including suggestions or requirements for improved implementation. 

 

Summary and influences of the review of literature on the study design 

 The following points emerged from the literature review and were taken forward in the design of 

the study and the interpretation of the data. The first was the need to remain open to different 

stakeholdersô perceptions of success and how it is achieved. Definitions of successful schools 

and programmes have been based on studies of schools, or theoretical constructs, with few 

seeking the perceptions of stakeholders of what makes their school or programme successful. 

 

The potential effect of context on definitions of success was also noted. Contextual issues 

anticipated to have an impact on the perceived success of the PYP in the light of existing 

literature included school type (public or private) that might influence the resources available to 

a school, the socio-economic status of the students it serves, and willingness of parents to be 

involved; the ethnic mix of students and teachers that might influence local and global awareness 

and international mindedness; and the demands made on the school with regard to state or 

national curriculum. 

 

A final point was the understanding that a unified and coherent community of learners that 

included all constituents in the school community, and which was focused on the enhancement 

of student outcomes, was an important indicator of successful schools. While the literature 
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indicated that different stakeholders may well see the approach to the success of a programme 

from different perspectives and give different weight to individual components of school 

operation that contribute to a successful programme, all stakeholders would be united in their 

vision of successful outcomes, and in successful schools would have a common understanding of 

the methods of achieving this outcome. 
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Chapter 3 Research methodology 

Introduction  

This chapter will present the choice and rationale of the research design and methodology 

selected to explore the following research questions: 

1. What are schoolsô definitions of the ósuccessô of the PYP? 

a. Do schoolsô definitions of ósuccessô vary by school type or geographical 

location? 

  

2. How do schools evaluate their own definitions of the ósuccessô of the PYP? 

Specifically, what evidence is identified, collected, interpreted, and recorded to 

provide indicators of ósuccessô in the following areas?   

a. School leadership 

b.Teacher pedagogical beliefs and practices 

c. Parental satisfaction with the PYP 

d.Student learning outcomes 

e. Student demonstration of the attributes of the IB Learner Profile 

f. Development of international mindedness within the school community 

g.School ethos and culture 

 

3. What do school stakeholders (including teachers, PYP coordinators, school leaders 

and parents) perceive is needed for future development to ensure the continued 

success of the programme? Which aspects of the PYP require future development 

(and what kind of development?) to ensure the continued success of the programme? 

 

Decisions around research design were shaped by themes emerging from the review of the 

related literature, namely, that stakeholders within a school, while endorsing the success of a 

programme, may well attribute the success to different programme components; that a successful 

programme may be defined in relation to its ability to produce desired outcomes in a specific 



 

 

24 

context; and that in schools that build professional learning communities there is a shared 

understanding of desired student outcomes. 

 

Research design 

A qualitative mixed-method sequential study (Creswell & Plano Clark 2011), was adopted and 

was the most appropriate method to address the above research questions because it allowed for 

gathering a wide range of perspectives as well as to gain a deeper understanding of success in a 

particular school setting. The sequential design of the study meant first gathering data (via the 

online electronic questionnaire) and then conducting in-depth case studies to deepen the findings 

from the electronic questionnaire responses and provide contextual data. 

 

Stage one 

The first stage of the research involved the distribution of an electronic questionnaire through the 

PYP coordinator to all PYP schools that had undergone an evaluation visit.  Responding schools 

were asked to form three focus groups ï one each of administrators, parents and teachersï with a 

suggested three to six participants in each group.  Each group would discuss the prompts on the 

questionnaire, and submit a single response for the group. All three groups would thus present 

their perceptions of the success of the programme and the indicators of this success in their 

school context. In addition, administrators and teachers were asked to indicate their suggestions 

for future development of the programme to ensure continuing success.  The responses were 

entered into an electronic database (NVIVO) for analysis. 

 

Stage two 

The second stage of the design involved the development of six case studies to provide an 

opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of the questionnaire responses from the school 

regarding their stakeholder groupsô perceptions of success; to examine the influence of each 

unique school context on perceptions of success; and on their suggestions for future development 

of the programme. The schools were selected from those responding to the electronic 

questionnaire. To capture differences in school context, three were private schools and three 
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were public schools. To further examine the effect of potential differences in location we chose 

schools in different geographic areas.  

 

Schools were visited, either by a researcher conducting a field visit of two to three days, or by 

virtual interviews.  During the visits supporting evidence for the focus group indicators of 

success were collected, school documents reviewed and the effects of context on the success of 

the programme discussed.  

 

Rationale for selection of the research design 

The choice of an open response questionnaire for the first stage of the design was to gain schools 

perceptions of why the PYP was successful for them, as opposed to asking schools to select from 

pre-determined indicators of success. The researchers believed that this would provide a better 

picture of those components of the programme that schools most directly attributed to the 

success of the programme for them.  By requesting the participation of three stakeholder groups, 

and using a focus group format, the researchers sought to give all stakeholders in all PYP schools 

that had been operating the program to first evaluation stage, an opportunity to reflect on the 

success of the programme, to contribute to an understanding of it, and to have a voice in the 

research with its potential to influence future development of the programme. 

 

Electronic questionnaire as the instrument 

The literature on success in educational organizations and professional learning communities 

(see Chapter 2) informed the development of the final open-ended electronic questionnaire 

instrument that included the schoolôs definition of success, strength of the PYP programme, 

student learning, structure of the PYP, and suggestions for the IB to support continued success.  

The questionnaire prompts (see Appendix 1a, 1b, 1c) explicitly focus on success rather than a 

general impression of the PYP programme, to draw respondentôs attention to how the school in 

its particular school context defined, measured, and evaluated success.    
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Pilot 

Prior to administering the electronic questionnaire, the questionnaire prompts were piloted with 

50 administrators and teachers in small focus groups and individual interviews at the regional 

Africa, Europe, and Middle East IB Madrid, 2012 conference, and a PYP school. We analyzed 

the data from the pilot and refined the electronic questionnaire instrument and interview guides. 

 Participants of the pilot were from both private schools and public national schools.  

 

To facilitate school participation, consent forms (see Appendix 2a, 2b, 2c), invitation letters (see 

Appendix 3a, 3b, 3c), and the electronic questionnaire were prepared in the three official IB 

languages.  In addition, all supporting documentation was available in all three languages.  

Lastly, the research team used the three IB languages to communicate with schools about the 

project. 

 

Data collection 

The electronic questionnaire was sent out to all 545 eligible schools through the PYP 

coordinator, with the request to organize the three stakeholder groups, administrators (including 

PYP coordinator and school board members), teachers, and parents. The research team 

communicated with schools by email and phone several times to encourage participation, and 

adjusted questionnaire dates for those schools taking long school vacations (see Appendix 4 for 

timeline). 

 

 

A total of 121 completed responses were returned from schools.  Table 1 shows a comparison of 

the total schools by IB region and the number of schools who submitted responses by region.  In 
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the Africa, Europe, and Middle East (AEM) region 31 responses were received, from the Asia 

and Pacific region 24 schools responded, and from the Americas region 66 schools responded.    

 

 

 

Table 2 provides a comparison of the total IB population with the sample population across 

broader regions.  The distribution of school responses mirror the overall IB population with the 

largest number of responses from the schools in North America (48) followed by schools in 

Europe (20).   
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Table 3 displays a comparison of IB schools and the sample of IB schools by school type.  The 

distribution of response schools is similar to the overall IB schools.  In the IB population 63 

percent of schools are private schools and private schools represent 68 percent of the sample 

respondents.  

 

Case studies 

To dig deeper into the question of how schoolsô defined the ósuccessô of the PYP, the research 

team combined school focus group questionnaire responses with the construction of six case 

studies of PYP schools. To examine whether school context ï the community a school serves, 

the larger community in which it is located, the human and financial resources of the school, and 

the schoolôs organizational structure ï would result in modifications and adjustments to the PYP, 

and different indicators of success.  Schools who had responded to the survey, and who met the 

context criteria previously determined to provide maximum variation, were approached to 

participate as case study schools.  

 

Of the schools that expressed interest in participating in as a case study, schools were 

purposefully selected from different contexts. The six schools chosen included three public 

schools that were state or nationally funded and operating within the context of national or state 

curriculum requirements, and three private schools that included one owner-operated school, and 

two community-operated schools. The three public schools were in the USA, Canada and the 

UK. The three private schools were located in W. Africa, Mexico and China. 
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Table 4 presents the case study schools by school type and the location of the school.  For each 

school case study, the researcher/s reviewed documents related to the PYP programme in the 

school, collected data on the context of the school and local community that was influential in 

the delivery of the PYP, and observed in classrooms and at school events.  School responses to 

the electronic questionnaire prompts were discussed with members of the school community to 

provide greater understanding and depth. On completion of each case study write-up it was 

returned to the school for a member check (Maxwell, 2005) and adjustments made by the school 

were incorporated into the case study.   

 

Analysis of data 

Electronic questionnaire  

 

Research questions 1 and 2 

Electronic questionnaire responses were downloaded and entered into NVivo.  The first 50 

responses were read by the three members of the research team for common themes regarding 

the success of the programme (Cresswell & Plano, 2011; Maxwell, 2005). A comparison of the 

themes identified by individual team members led to adjustments in the final list.  When this was 

complete, a sample of answers was coded by theme by each member of the research team and 

checked for inter-rater reliability. This completed, all respondentsô answers were coded by 

theme. Themes were then sorted by the stakeholder groups to which had relevance as defined in 

Research question 2.  The responses in each theme were then re-read to identify sub-themes and 

organized to provide answers to the research question (See Appendix 5 for the coding schema). 

Uncoded data was examined for themes not previously included.   

 

Research question 3 

Research question 3 followed the same procedure and coded data were grouped according to the 

components of the PYP (professional development, curriculum development, IB community, and 

alignment). Each coded group was then re-examined within each component to identify sub-

themes.   
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Case study 

Case studies were first analyzed for the explanations and supporting evidence they provided for 

the themes around perceptions and indicators of success found in the questionnaire responses. To 

provide supporting evidence of the analysis of the electronic questionnaire, a cross case analysis 

was also undertaken to compare the six schools definitions of success and the examples they 

gave of the interaction of context and PYP implementation in terms of influence on school 

definitions and indicators of success.  

 

The detailed case studies of the six schools are presented into four sections (see Appendix 6). 

The first gives a description of the school context and history of the PYP in it. The second 

examines the interaction of school context with PYP implementation. The third section provides 

the school responses to the electronic questionnaire prompts posed to during the focus group 

discussion of administrators, teachers and parents that had participated in the online 

questionnaire.  The fourth section provides a list of their suggestions for ongoing development of 

the programme. 

 

Definition of terms used in this chapter 

1. Purposeful sampling is a qualitative sampling procedure in which researchers intentionally 

select individuals and sites to learn or understand the central phenomenon 

2. Member checking is a qualitative process during which the researcher asks one or more 

participants in the study to check the accuracy of the account. 

3. Context is the setting, situation, or environment that surrounds the culture-sharing groups 

being studied 

4. Focus group interview in survey research involve the researcher locating or developing a 

survey instrument, convening a small group of people ï typically 4 to 6 ï who can answer the 

questions asked on the instrument, and recording their comments about the questions on the 

instrument. 



 

 

31 

5. Coding process is a qualitative research process in which the researcher makes sense out of 

text data, divides it into text or image segments, labels the segments, examines codes for 

overlap and redundancy, and collapses these codes into themes. 

6. Patterns can emerge from this qualitative data and is dependent on interpretation and 

capturing perceptions and attempts to order to create patterns involve the interaction between 

researchers and own understandings of schools and programmes.   

7. Themes in qualitative research are similar codes aggregated together to form a major idea in 

the database. 

 

Researchers  

There was no attempt to quantify the findings by the researchers. Throughout the research, the 

researcherôs intention was to capture patterns in the qualitative data around school perceptions of 

success and relied on their own experience with schools and the PYP programme to provide 

credibility to their interpretations.  The researchers triangulated the data by perceptions of school 

success from different sources, the electronic questionnaire, case study interviews, and document 

analysis. Member checks with participants were conducted during data collection as well as after 

the data were analyzed.  
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Chapter 4 Findings 

Introduction  

In this chapter, the results of the analysis of the focus group electronic questionnaire to which 

121 PYP schools responded, and of the in-depth case studies constructed for six purposefully 

selected schools from among those responding to the electronic questionnaire, are presented.  

This chapter has three sections, including:   

 

Section 1: Definition, indicators, and evidence of success (Research questions 1 and 2) 

presented as follows: 

a) The overall success of the PYP (Research question 1) 

b) The indicators and evidence of the success of the PYP for school stakeholder groupsï 

administrators/leaders, teachers, and parents (Research question 2) 

 

In this section, the findings are drawn from an analysis of school responses to the electronic 

questionnaire and from an analysis of the six case study schools that includes quotations and 

supporting evidence.   

 

Section 2:  School context and perceptions of PYP success (Research question 1a.) 

This section draws from the case study data, collected from schools that provided an opportunity 

to examine the different effects of school context, including school type (public or private), 

geographic location, historical development, school community characteristics, and school 

human and financial resources. 

 

For the purposes of this study, the case studies schools will be referred to by number, with school 

1-UK, school 2-Canada, school 3-USA, school 4-W. Africa, school 5-Mexico, and school 6-

China. 
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Section 3:   Future development (Research question 3) 

This section presents analysis of the responses to the electronic questionnaire data and the case 

study data grouped by the programme components the PYP that schools referenced for future 

development. 

 

Section 1: Definition, indicators and evidence of success 

Part A: The overall success of the PYP (Research question 1) 

This section presents the indicators of the overall success of the PYP in schools. Analysis of the 

electronic questionnaire responses (prompts 1-4 on the questionnaire) for all responding 

stakeholders (administrators/leaders, teachers and parents) were used to develop the indicators of 

success most important in contributing to perceptions of the success of the programme in 

respondent schools.  These indicators were grouped by the stakeholder groups most directly 

involved in the indicator of success (school leadership, learners, teachers, parents and the whole 

school community.     
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Table 5 shows the list of indicators clustered within the stakeholder group most involved in the 

indicator of success.  For example, for the Parent indicator of success included a) childôs pride in 

their work, b) good preparation for school transitions, and c) children sharing and collaborating 

with parents at home.  Parents are the stakeholder group most involved in the indicator and the 

three areas mentioned above emerged to create the parent category. 

   

When the numbers of references for each indicator were compiled for all respondent schools, the 

primary indicator of success for schools of the PYP concerned learner outcomes followed by 

those connected to teacher, whole school community, school leadership, and parent (see Figure 

1)  

 

 

 

This pattern was confirmed by a similar analysis of responses for the six case study schools (see 

Figure 2). 
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When all indicators are considered, schools perceive the six most important indicators of success 

as a) student demonstrations of the learning skills (both academic and social) promoted by the 

PYP, b) the unity and coherence of the school community c) the motivating, child centered 

nature of the programme, d) the teacher training and reflection as part of the PYP, e) positive 

school ethos and culture created by the Learner Profile, and f) focusing financial and human 

resources (see Figure 3).  
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When the same analysis was conducted for the six case study schools a similar pattern was 

found.  Figure 4 shows that the first three indicators mirror those in Figure 3, a) student 

demonstrations of the learning skills (both academic and social) promoted by the PYP, b) the 
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unity and coherence of the school community, and c) the motivating, child centered nature of the 

programme. 
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Part B: The indicators and evidence of the success of the PYP for school stakeholder 

groupsï administrators/leaders, teachers, and parents (Research question 2) 

 

School Leadership (Research question 2a) 

Schools identified three indicators of success of the PYP for school leadership as focusing 

financial and human resources, positive parent feedback, and the PYP being marketable (see 

Figure 5).   

 

 

 

A similar pattern was found in the case study schools (see Figure 6).   
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Examples of the school leadership indicators are presented below with a brief commentary  

  

Focusing financial and human resources 

Financial resources 

Schools described a success of the PYP as having focused and clarified leadership decisions 

around the use of financial resources to support the programme and buy additional services to 

enhance its delivery. A number of schools noted the restructuring of their libraries, integration 

and improvement of ICT, and redeveloped classroom space to better support the programme:  

 

¶ PYPé.has significantly changed the structure and organization of our school at all 

staffing levels and budgetary level as well. As facilities are upgraded and added, IB 

program delivery and enhancement are key guiding factors. There is a coherent and 
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consistent approach to providing student support, teacher professional development and 

establishing professional dialogue for teachers. 

¶ The PYP has changed the structure of the school by providing additional staffing for 

foreign language teachers as well as a technology teacher. 

¶ Budgeting is more aligned and supports professional development and resources. 

 

Additional administrative changes perceived as successful outcomes of the PYP for school 

leadership included scheduling to include planning time and flexible class time, and 

redevelopment of student/parent reports: 

 

¶ The administration has provided common planning time during the day and meeting time 

with single subject teachers after school. 

¶ The schedule has been modified to allow the work of collective planning. 

¶ Report cards give feedback on childrenôs strengths, challenges and provide 

recommendations for improvement. 

 

Many schools noted the success of the PYP in focusing decision-making about school resources, 

to support of the programme of instruction. One school replacing another programme with the 

PYP described what they regarded as successful changes: 

 

¶ The administrative team changed to include the PYP coordinator. The schedule is built 

upon the desire/need for collaborative planning. The collaboration with local PYP 

schools has increased (school visits, sharing session, coordinator meetings). PYP 

initiative, such as the Exhibition, influence the structure and organization of the school 

calendar and encourage participation (mentors, consultants, audience) for all divisions. 

The me impacts the timetabling of teachers across the divisions and what courses are 

offered. In order to support the programme there must be a degree of board financial 

support and specific recruitment. As a school that offers all three programmes, there must 

be collaboration and communication between the divisions, usually through the 

coordinators. Having the PYP in a school which also supports the MYP and DP means 
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that there is a common understanding of structural and organizational needs of the 

programmes, which heavily influences administrative discussions. 

 

Focusing human resources 

A key aspect of the management of human resources for school leadership focused on the 

recruitment and retention of teachers and their professional development.  In schools with no 

clear instructional programme across the school, this can be a piecemeal process, with teachers 

hired for particular positions and professional development driven by the personal preference of 

the teacher or by changing perceptions of what is needed to support new programmes. Schools 

testified to the ósuccessô of being able to target recruitment for the PYP and provide financial 

support for professional development offered by the IB. This made for a unified approach that 

was transparent for the whole school community.  School comments speaking to this as a success 

of the PYP included: 

 

¶ Adopting the PYP has allowed our school to attract effective, like-minded teachers with 

similar values and aims. 

¶ Resources and the infrastructure have changed according to the needs of the PYP ï 

training of teachers happens regularly and teachers are recruited according to program 

needs. 

¶ Adopting the PYP has meant that we need to work towards putting into place the 

standards and practices. This has helped us to establish appropriate resources, including 

facilities, physical resources as well as human resources in order to effectively implement 

the program. The PYPôs stance on pedagogical leadership also has a positive influence as 

it supports an administrative team that should be less about administration and more 

about pedagogy. 

 

Parent feedback 

Positive parent feedback was a marker of success for school leadership.  The success of the PYP 

for school leadership was also connected to positive parent feedback on the programme.  The 

comments regarding parent feedback included: 
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¶ The inquiry method of teaching has unified the school in a common way of learning.  

This has pleased our parent community. 

¶ Parent involvement is also high and contributes to our success. 

 

Schools noted the importance of having parents understand the PYP programme and become 

positively involved in the programme.  Schools worked hard to reach out to parents via online 

bulletins, parent workshops, and open-door classroom policies.  Schools and parents described: 

¶ Parents have also learnt to use the language of the PYP and understand the programme 

better. 

¶ One success is when parents come into our school and they can immediately recognize 

the curriculum. 

 

Marketable 

An indicator of success for school leaders also included marketability of the programme to 

recruit and attract new learners and families to the school.  In the electronic questionnaire 

responses focused on the marketing aspect that the PYP offers for the school such as: 

¶ We like that the PYP gives our expat community the option for a known and transferable 

education and some clout in the competitive international schools market in our location.   

¶ We feel IB PYP is a marketing strength for us. 

 

Teachers (Research question 2b) 

Schools identified six indicators of success of the PYP for teachers as a) teacher training and 

reflection, b) collaboration among teachers, c) teacher input into curriculum design, d) support 

from the PYP coordinator, e) external assessment comparisons, and f) school leadership.  The 

strongest indicator of success for teachers was teacher training and reflection (see Figure 7). 
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For the case study schools, the strongest indicator of success was collaboration among teachers 

(see Figure 8). 

 

 


