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A Teacher’s Story—Becoming IB 
By Maryann Volmert 

What is an IB program vs. Common 

Core? “Several years ago I was in-

formed about the possibility of an IB 

program coming to Maxwell.  I re-

searched about the program so I 

could get a better understanding,” 

says the professionally curious Jan-

nette Tafoya. Jannette adds, “The stu-

dents are taught to drive their own 

learning through learning engage-

ments that are connected to the Com-

mon Core Standards and the six trans-

disciplinary themes- How the World 

Works, Sharing the Planet, How We 

Organize Ourselves, Who We Are, 

How We Express Ourselves, and 

Where We are In Place and Time.  The 

program includes teaching of a sec-

ond language to further develop a 

student awareness of culture.” Ac-

cording to the IB mission statement: 

“International Baccalaureate aims to 

develop inquiring, knowledgea-

ble, and caring young people who 

help to create a better and more 

peaceful world through intercultural 

understanding and respect. ...” quotes 

Johna Stienstra. Going on to say, 

“International Baccalaureate focuses 

on the development of the whole 

child, focusing on being international-

ly-minded, through the use of inquiry-

based instruction.“ Johna further ex-

plains, “We teach conceptually and 

rely on the Common Core Standards 

to determine what needs 

to go into each of our 

units. The Common Core 

Standards drive how our 

units of inquiry are de-

veloped.” 

 In terms of training, 

what was the role teach-

ers played in the conver-

sion of Maxwell Elemen-

tary into an IB school?  

“As part of the Primary Years Pro-

gramme, each teacher has been to a 

three-day IB training workshop,” de-

scribes Johna, “We have also had an 

on-site two day training work-

shop.  Many teachers have attended 

several of these three-day training 

workshops at advanced levels to con-

tinue to refine our understanding.”  

Jannette pointed out that this first 

Tier 1 training was paid and Certifi-

cates of Completion were issued.  

How do teachers continue to help 

Maxwell maintain this status? With-

out teachers, we would not have a 

final ‘product.’  It is teacher driven.”  

Jannette additionally explains, “I have 

shared key learnings from [the] train-

ings I attended, [just as other] teach-

ers [have] shar[ed] their own key 

learnings.  I continue to participate in 

weekly collaborative meetings.  We 

are given an agenda prior to our 

weekly collaborations.  This agenda 

leaves time to discuss any specific 

Unit of Inquiry questions.  Often we 

bring in our assessments (formatives 

and summatives) to discuss and de-

cide whether or not to keep or further 

develop those assessments. When 

additional time is needed, I have 

planned IB Units of Inquiry during all 

day planning days and given a substi-

tute teacher. When specific materials 

are needed, I have received materials 

most necessary,” Johna confirms, “As 

teachers, we are given the opportuni-

ty to create the units  of inquiry. 
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We meet weekly to write and revise 
our units and assessments.” She then 
goes on to say, “Teachers are encour-
aged to attend additional trainings 
when they are available.  The IB Pro-
gram is designed to be a journey, 
where there is 
constant re-
flection and 
growth.”  Jan-
nette further 
contributes, 
“We all have a 
direct hand in 
developing 
the program 
because at the 
end of every 
unit we reflect 
on what 
worked and 
didn’t 
work.  This 
helps to keep 
our Units of Inquiry fresh and devel-
oping as our students continue to de-
velop through inquiry based learn-
ing.  We are all expected to help write 
the curriculum that we are teaching 
otherwise we would not have owner-
ship of our own units. Many teachers 
choose to meet to plan as part of our 
own professional responsibilities.”  

Johna clarifies, “As teachers, we get 
to see our ideas come to fruition.  We 
have the opportunity to be creative 
and think ‘outside the box’ to develop 
learning engagements that will be 
meaningful, memorable, and educa-
tional for the students.  Our program 
of inquiry truly belongs to us. It is spe-
cial and unique to Maxwell.  Watching 
your ideas, brainstorming, and collab-
oration come to life is a wonderful 

feeling. The whole process is teacher 
driven.  The teachers create the units 
of inquiry to make them authentic 
learning experiences for our stu-
dents.   

While there is no such thing as a fin-
ished product, as it is a constant jour-

ney, the teachers get to 
plan, implement, and 
reflect on their units of 
inquiry. This includes 
[examining] the forma-
tive and summative as-
sessment data to deter-
mine where to go next.”  

Jannette adds,  I have 
always felt that my ideas 
and opinions 
are taken seri-
ously.  It’s 
amazing to see 
my ideas used 
in other units 
and shared dur-

ing collaboratives.” 

In conclusion, Johna states, “ 
I LOVE the IB PYP Program.  It 
is fun to be in a place where 
my creative energy has a 
purpose and I get to watch 
the units I’ve helped to cre-
ate become reality.  I have 
seen a change in our stu-
dents as they become more 
creative and critical thinkers, 
apply their knowledge in 
ways we didn’t even think of, 
and [how they] want to DO 
something with their learn-
ing.  The IB Program has 
changed the culture at our 
school and I am so proud of 
all that we have, we are 

[achieving], and we will continue to 
achieve.” 

In addition, Janette says,” I am 
amazed at how much better of a 
teacher I have become because of the 
entire process.  I look at learning en-
gagements and assessments in a 
different way than I ever have in the 
past.  I feel that I am intentional and 
always know the bigger picture.  I am 
able to be creative and open to new 
strategies. Being able to create a pro-
gram and see the students engaged 
and wanting more makes me feel like 
I am part of something bigger.” 
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