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 Abstract 

 

The role of education in the reproduction of social inequality has been consistently 

demonstrated since the seminal research on the subject in the 1960s. Yet changes in the 

structures of education systems constantly re-problematise the (re)production of social 

inequality. In particular, new forms of educational differentiation bring the question of 

the social distribution of educational opportunities to the fore. One recent form of 

educational differentiation has been the development of curricular alternatives, and the 

most prevalent of these alternative curricula are the programs developed by the 

International Baccalaureate organisation. In this project, I attempt to understand the 

contribution of the International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme, a two-year pre-

university credential, to the reproduction of social inequality in Australia. To that effect, 

I examine the quality of the Diploma Programme opportunity, in comparison to 

alternative programs. I then assess the social background of students choosing the 

Diploma, in order to evaluate the implications of the introduction of this alternative 

senior secondary curriculum for the social distribution of educational opportunities. I 

conclude the analysis by addressing some elements of explanation for the Diploma 

Programme’s contribution to the reproduction of social inequality. Finally, I propose 

some modest reforms for using this new form of educational differentiation as an 

instrument for devising a fairer distribution of educational chances. 

 

  



xi 

 

 

 Declaration 

 

I certify that this work contains no material which has been accepted for the award of 

any other degree or diploma in my name, in any university or other tertiary institution 

and, to the best of my knowledge and belief, contains no material previously published 

or written by another person, except where due reference has been made in the text. In 

addition, I certify that no part of this work will, in the future, be used in a submission in 

my name, for any other degree or diploma in any university or other tertiary institution 

without the prior approval of the University of Adelaide and where applicable, any 

partner institution responsible for the joint-award of this degree. 

I give consent to this copy of my thesis, when deposited in the University Library, 

being made available for loan and photocopying, subject to the provisions of the 

Copyright Act 1968. 

I also give permission for the digital version of my thesis to be made available on the 

web, via the University’s digital research repository, the Library Search and also 

through web search engines, unless permission has been granted by the University to 

restrict access for a period of time. 

 

 

 

Quentin T. Maire 

September 2016 

 

  



xii 

 

 

 Acknowledgements 

 

From the reader’s point of view, the acknowledgements that precede the content of a 

publication often are of little interest. For the author, however, they provide an 

opportunity for recognising the collective dimension of what seems to be the most 

personal academic exercise. 

First, I need to pay a tribute to those who have made the objective and 

subjective conditions of possibility of my doctoral labour a reality. It starts, on the 

personal side, with my partner Delia, whose unconditional support and seasonal 

reminders to spend time away from my research have sustained my interest for 

completing this thesis; my brother Jérémie, an accomplished researcher, role model, and 

indefectible source of inspiration; my parents, Jacques and Denise, whose indirect 

contribution to this text is self-evident; and all my friends on several continents who 

have not despaired of my intermittent existence in their eyes or on their screens. 

On the French side, I am infinitely indebted to my intellectual mentor, Bernard 

Michon, who has been at the very heart of my sociological awakening. His commitment 

to sharing some of his erudition with an apprentice-thinker for countless hours will be 

remembered. Bernard Michon patiently allowed me to develop my interest in sociology, 

after a number of academics had shared their passion for this discipline with me at the 

very early stages of my tertiary education. Amongst these, I deeply thank Julien Pierre, 

William Gasparini, and Michel Koebel. I am also obliged to Christophe Schnitzler, 

Gilles Erb, and Jean-Claude Frery, without whom I would never have been able to 

move from one continent to another. 

On the Australian side, I can only start with Grant Rodwell, the guiding figure 

who believed in me before anyone else, not based on a rational assessment of my 

situation, but drawing on an acute capacity for interpersonal understanding. Grant is a 

true educator with a characteristically tranquil confidence in the worth of caring for his 

students. Immediately after, I owe many thankful words to all the academics and 

administrative staff in the School of Education at the University of Adelaide, who 

supported and trusted me when the adventure seemed impossible: Margaret Secombe, 



xiii 

 

Andrew Hope, Vegneskumar Maniam, Jan Keightley, Edward Palmer, Christopher 

Dawson, Julia Miller, Shamira Barr, Janine Donnell, and many others. 

As it happens, three of these selfless individuals also supervised my research: 

for their sheer generosity and altruism, Margaret, Grant, and Vegnes no doubt deserve 

to be mentioned twice in this note. For her indefectible commitment to helping me 

despite her absence from my initial supervisory panel, I will finally repeat my 

inestimable gratitude to Margaret, who has been committed to supporting her students 

beyond any expectation. She has certainly been the principal supervisor any doctoral 

candidate can only dream of. And because the role of academic peers does not stop at 

the supervision team, I am tremendously beholden to two informal supervisors and 

academic mentors, who have smoothly transformed my doctoral experience into an 

academic apprenticeship: Julie Matthews and Andrew Hope. For my doctoral 

companions, a simple sentence of appreciation is enough to reiterate what they already 

know: they have been the most direct collaborators to my deceptively individual 

journey. 

At an intellectual level, it is my duty to duly express my thankfulness to all these 

anonymous or acknowledged authors, translators, sociologists, historians, novelists, 

economists, anthropologists, philosophers, and educators who have made this academic 

product possible. Dead or alive, the authors of many books and articles have 

participated in the collective transcendence of the spatial and temporal anthropological 

boundaries of the encounter of thoughts. I have been able to learn invaluable ways of 

reasoning and conducting research from some of the very best thinkers. My thesis is an 

unmistakable testimony to their unintended participation in a text that has the merit of 

existing largely thanks to them. It is evident, however, that all defects in this text are 

attributable to nothing else than the limitations to my intellectual labour and my 

imperfect writing skills. 

It goes without saying that a research project cannot take place without all the 

participants who contribute to the construction of research data. I am appreciative of all 

staff in participating schools, especially their principal, Diploma Programme 

coordinator, and teachers who agreed to and supervised the collection of data. I also 

thank the students who took the time to complete the questionnaire that was distributed 

to them. 



xiv 

 

Finally, I must thank the International Baccalaureate organisation. My 

encounters with numerous academics or educators affiliated with (or working for) the 

educational provider I dissect in this work have always been pleasant, insightful, and 

enriching. Those I have come across representing the International Baccalaureate have 

displayed a commendable and sometimes unexpected degree of open-mindedness in the 

face of a sociological enterprise that could have easily been interpreted as an attack en 

règle. Whereas most organisations would be averse to a genuinely sociological analysis 

of their practices, the International Baccalaureate has demonstrated, in public spaces as 

much as in private communications, an invaluable aptitude for listening to objectivising 

research. I am confident that they will be able to maintain this level of integrity and 

welcome with the critical scrutiny they deserve the conclusions and recommendations I 

present in this work. Part of the social utility of this research depends on the use that the 

IB organisation and Australian educational authorities will make of it. 

 

 


	TITLE: “Creating a Better World”: The International Baccalaureate and the Reproduction of Social Inequality in Australia
	Table of Contents
	List of Tables
	List of Figures
	Abbreviations
	Abstract
	Declaration
	Acknowledgements




