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Introduction: Why Structure Is Everything in IB

The International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme is one of the most rigorous pre-university
qualifications in the world. Students across more than 160 countries sit these examinations each
year, and the difference between a 5 and a 7 is rarely just about knowledge — it is almost always
about structure, clarity, and communication. This guide, produced by Eclassopedia for the 2026
examination cycle, will equip you with a universal framework that can be applied to any IB subject,

at any level, in any examination paper.

Many students arrive at the IB examination hall having studied for months, possessing an
impressive body of knowledge, yet they walk out having underperformed. The reason is almost
never a lack of content — it is an inability to present that content in a structured, examiner-friendly
format. IB examiners are trained to award marks according to specific criteria, and an answer that
wanders, repeats itself, or fails to directly respond to the command term will lose marks regardless

of how much the student knows.

This guide is built around a single, powerful truth: every IB answer — whether it is a one-mark
definition, a ten-mark essay, or a 25-mark extended response — follows a predictable structural
logic. Once you understand and internalise that logic, you will write with confidence, efficiency, and

precision.

What This Guide Covers

Understanding IB Command Terms and what they truly demand

The universal PEEL and SEEC frameworks for structured paragraphs
Subject-specific answer templates for Sciences, Humanities, Languages, and more
How to plan, write, and review an IB answer under timed conditions

Mark-scheme thinking: how examiners read and award marks

Common structural mistakes and how to eliminate them

Example answers with annotations at the 4, 6, and 7 level
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Chapter 1: Decoding IB Command Terms

Before you can structure an answer, you must understand what is being asked. The IB uses a
precise vocabulary of command terms that tell you exactly how to respond. Misreading a command
term — writing an evaluation when an explanation is required, or describing when analysis is

expected — is one of the most costly errors a student can make.

1.1 The Hierarchy of Command Terms

IB command terms exist on a hierarchy of cognitive demand. Lower-order terms ask you to recall
and present information; higher-order terms ask you to manipulate, critique, and synthesise it.
Understanding where a term falls on this hierarchy tells you immediately how much depth and

critical thinking is expected.

Command Term What It Really Means & How to Structure Your Response

Define Give the precise meaning of a term. One to two sentences. No
elaboration needed unless asked.

State / List Present concise facts or points without explanation. No justification
required.

QOutline Give a brief account or summary. Cover key points but do not go into full
detail.

Describe Give a detailed account of the characteristics, features, or events. Show
not tell.

Explain Give an account of causes, reasons, mechanisms, or relationships. Use

'because,' 'therefore,' 'this means that.'

Distinguish Make clear the differences between two or more concepts. Side-by-side
structure works best.

Compare / Contrast Give an account of similarities AND/OR differences. Mirror structures are
essential.
Analyse Break down a concept into its components and examine each in depth.

Show how parts relate to the whole.

Discuss Offer a balanced and considered review from different perspectives.
Include evidence for and against.

Evaluate Make a judgement based on evidence. State strengths, limitations, and a
conclusion.
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Justify Give valid reasons or evidence to support an answer or conclusion.

To what extent Consider the evidence for and against a claim and reach a substantiated
judgement. Most demanding command term.

1.2 The Trap of Over-Describing and Under-Analysing

The single most common structural error in IB examinations is writing descriptively when the
command term demands analysis or evaluation. Description tells the examiner what happened;
analysis tells them why it happened, what it means, and how it connects to the broader argument.
Every time you write a sentence that begins with 'This shows that..." or 'This is significant because...'

or 'This demonstrates that...", you are moving from description into analysis.

Examiners mark to mark schemes that explicitly reward 'developed responses,’ 'links made,' and
'judgements supported by evidence.' A student who can describe a historical event in perfect detail
but fails to explain its significance will plateau at a 4 or 5. A student who can connect evidence to

argument and argument to conclusion will consistently score 6s and 7s.

1.3 Reading the Question Strategically

Before writing a single word, spend sixty to ninety seconds reading the question. Circle the
command term. Underline the topic focus. Box any qualifications or parameters such as 'in one
country," 'in the period 1919 to 1939, or 'with reference to at least two examples." These
qualifications are not decorative — they are the boundaries of the marking scheme, and answers

that ignore them are penalised.

» Circle the command term — this governs your structure
* Underline the topic focus — this governs your content
*  Box qualifications and parameters — these govern your scope

* Note the mark allocation — this governs your depth and length

Pro Tip from Eclassopedia: For questions worth 10 or more marks, write your plan in the margin
before you begin. A thirty-second plan saves five minutes of restructuring mid-answer and

dramatically improves coherence.
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Chapter 2: The Universal IB Answer Framework

While different subjects have different conventions, all high-scoring IB answers share the same
underlying architecture. At Eclassopedia, we teach a master framework that can be adapted to any
subject and any question type. Once mastered, this framework becomes automatic — freeing your

cognitive load during examinations so you can focus on content rather than structure.

2.1 The Three-Layer Model: Claim, Support, Significance
Every strong IB paragraph — and by extension every strong IB answer — is built on three layers.
You must state a claim, support it with evidence, and then explain its significance. Without all three

layers, the answer is incomplete from the examiner's perspective.

The Three-Layer Model (CSS)

C — Claim: Your argument or point in one clear sentence. This should directly respond to
the question.

S — Support: Evidence, data, examples, or quotations that substantiate your claim. Be
specific — vague evidence earns minimal credit.

S — Significance: Explain why your evidence proves your claim and why this matters to the
question. This is where marks are won.

2.2 The PEEL Paragraph Framework

The PEEL framework is one of the most reliable structural tools for IB essay paragraphs. It
ensures that every paragraph makes a clear point, substantiates it with evidence, explains the
connection, and links back to the overarching question. Used consistently, PEEL produces answers
that are coherent, evidenced, and focused.
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2.3 The SEEC Framework for Science and Data Responses

For science-based questions and data-response tasks, Eclassopedia recommends the SEEC
framework, which places greater emphasis on scientific terminology and the interpretation of

evidence.

2.4 Introduction and Conclusion Architecture

For extended responses and essays, the introduction and conclusion carry significant structural
weight. A weak introduction signals to the examiner that the answer will be unfocused; a strong

introduction signals command of both the content and the question.

The Three-Part Introduction

1. Context sentence: Situate the topic within its broader context in one to two sentences.

2. Thesis statement: Present your overarching argument or position in direct response to the
question.

3. Signpost sentence: Briefly indicate the structure or approach your answer will take.

The Three-Part Conclusion

4. Summary of argument: Synthesise your main points — do not simply list them.
5. Answer to the question: State your conclusion directly in response to the command term.

6. Wider significance: Briefly place your answer in a broader context or note limitations.
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Chapter 3: Subject-Specific Structural Templates

While the universal frameworks above apply across all subjects, IB subjects each have their own
examination conventions, assessment criteria, and mark-scheme expectations. This chapter

provides subject-specific structural templates for the major IB subject groups.

3.1 IB History (Paper 1, 2, and 3)

History is the most essay-heavy subject in the IB, and marks at the top end require not just
knowledge but historiographical awareness — the ability to engage with different historical
interpretations. A 7-level history essay must demonstrate analysis, supported argument, and

engagement with historical debate.

Paper 1 (Source Analysis)
Paper 1 requires the evaluation and comparison of primary and secondary sources. The key
structural principle is that every source comment must address both the content (what the source

says) and the origin, purpose, and value/limitation of the source.

Paper 1 OPVL Structure

Origin: Who created the source? When? What was their position or background?
Purpose: Why was this source created? What did the author intend to achieve?

Value: How does the origin and purpose make this source useful for the historical
investigation?

Limitation: How does the origin and purpose limit the usefulness of this source?

Paper 2 and 3 (Essays)

For extended history essays, structure your response with a clear thesis in the introduction, three to
four developed PEEL paragraphs, and a conclusion that answers the question directly. Each
paragraph should use named historians or schools of thought where possible to demonstrate

historiographical engagement.

3.2 IB Economics (Papers 1 and 2)
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Economics answers live or die on the correct and effective use of diagrams. A well-drawn,
fully-labelled diagram can earn significant marks on its own; an answer that discusses a concept
without the relevant diagram will be capped. Every economics essay should follow a structure that

integrates theory, diagram, and real-world example.

» State the economic theory or concept being applied

* Draw the relevant diagram — label all axes, curves, and equilibrium points
+ Explain what the diagram shows and how it applies to the question

* Use a real-world example to contextualise the theory

* For evaluation questions: discuss limitations, assumptions, or alternative perspectives

3.3 IB Biology and Chemistry (Papers 1, 2, and 3)

Science marks schemes are highly specific. They use 'point marking,’ meaning each mark
corresponds to a specific, discrete piece of information. Students who write essays in science will
often include the correct information but in a form that does not match the mark scheme's expected

points.

Science Answer Golden Rules

Use precise scientific terminology — colloquial language does not earn marks
For 'explain' questions: always state the mechanism, not just the outcome
For data analysis: quote specific values from the graph/table with units

For calculations: show all working, including units at every step

For evaluations: always discuss a limitation of the method or data

3.4 IB English A (Paper 1 and Paper 2)

English A assessment rewards close reading, personal voice, and the ability to connect formal
features to meaning and effect. Every literary comment must be anchored to a specific textual
detail — never make a claim about a text without quoting or closely paraphrasing the relevant

passage.
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Paper 1 (Unseen Text Analysis)
7. Read the text twice before writing. First for overall meaning, second for technique.
8. Plan your analysis by identifying the three or four most significant features.
9. Wirite a brief introduction that identifies the text type, context, and central purpose.
10. Develop each paragraph using PEEL, with a literary term as the Point.

11. Conclude by commenting on the overall effectiveness of the text.

3.5 IB Mathematics (Analysis and Applications)

In mathematics, structure means clear and logical working. An answer without working earns zero
marks, even if the final numerical answer is correct. Examiners follow your reasoning — they need

to see every step to award method marks.

»  Write out all formulas before substituting values

* Show each algebraic step on a new line

* Include units in every intermediate step, not just the final answer
» If a calculator is permitted, still write down intermediate values

» For proof questions: state what you are proving, then work logically to the conclusion
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Chapter 4: Writing Under Timed Conditions

Knowledge of structure is necessary but not sufficient. In the examination hall, you must deploy that
structure under significant time pressure. This chapter provides Eclassopedia's time management

strategies for each major question type.

4.1 The Examination Time Budget

One of the most practical pieces of advice we give students is this: calculate your time budget
before the examination begins, not during it. For each paper, divide the available time by the total

marks available to get your minutes-per-mark ratio. Then allocate time to each question accordingly.

Question Type / Marks Recommended Time Allocation

1-2 mark (definition/state) = 1-2 minutes. Write one or two precise sentences. Move on.

4—6 mark (short answer) 5-8 minutes. Plan in 30 seconds, write 3—5 paragraphs.

8—10 mark (structured 12—15 minutes. Plan, write intro, 3 body paragraphs, conclusion.
essay)

15—20 mark (extended 20-25 minutes. Detailed plan, 4-5 paragraphs, strong conclusion.
response)

25 mark (Paper 3 essay) 35—-40 minutes. Full plan, 5-6 paragraphs, historiography, conclusion.

4.2 The 10% Planning Rule

Eclassopedia recommends spending approximately 10% of your available time on planning
before writing. For a 40-minute essay, this is four minutes. For a 15-minute response, this is 90
seconds. Students who plan consistently score higher than those who begin writing immediately,

because their answers are more focused, avoid repetition, and build toward a clear conclusion.

Your plan does not need to be elaborate. A working title or thesis, four to five key argument points,
and a note of the evidence you will use for each point is sufficient. Write your plan in the

examination booklet — examiners can read plans and this can work in your favour.

4.3 What to Do When You Run Out of Time
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Despite careful planning, time pressure occasionally catches even the best-prepared students. If

you find yourself running short of time, here is the priority order for maximising marks:

12. Complete your current point fully — a half-finished paragraph earns partial marks

13. Write a brief conclusion — even three sentences can earn conclusion marks on mark
schemes

14. If sections are outstanding, use bullet points — some mark schemes award marks for
correct content regardless of format

15. Do not spend time correcting earlier answers unless there is a clear factual error
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Chapter 5: Thinking Like an IB Examiner

Perhaps the most powerful study technique available to an IB student is learning to read their own
work through the eyes of an examiner. IB examiners are not looking for the 'best' answer — they
are looking for evidence of specific skills and knowledge as defined by the mark scheme.

Understanding how mark schemes work transforms the way you write.

5.1 How IB Mark Schemes Are Written

IB mark schemes come in two main formats: point-based schemes and level descriptors.

Understanding which format applies to your question is essential.

Point-based mark schemes (common in sciences and short-answer sections) list specific points
worth one mark each. Students earn marks by matching their responses to these points. There is

usually a maximum mark, and additional correct points do not earn extra credit.

Level descriptor mark schemes (common in humanities and extended responses) describe the
characteristics of responses at each mark band. Rather than matching specific points, the examiner
reads your entire answer and places it in the band that best describes its quality. Understanding the

descriptors for the top band is essential.

5.2 What Top-Band Descriptors Always Include

Across all subjects, the descriptors for the highest marks consistently reward the same qualities.
These are not mysteries — they are published in the IB subject guides. Eclassopedia's analysis of
mark schemes across all IB Diploma subjects reveals the following consistent criteria for top-band

responses:

» Direct, sustained engagement with the question as set

* Aclear and defensible argument or thesis

» Specific, relevant, and accurately deployed evidence

* Analysis that explains the significance of evidence — not just description
» Balanced consideration of multiple perspectives or counter-arguments

* A supported conclusion that directly answers the question

» Use of subject-specific vocabulary, correctly applied

» Coherent structure with logical progression between paragraphs
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5.3 Self-Assessment: The Examiner Checklist

Before submitting or concluding any timed written response, run through the following Eclassopedia
Examiner Checklist. With practice, this process takes under two minutes and can lift a response by

half a band or more.

Eclassopedia Examiner Checklist

v/ Have | directly addressed the command term in my opening paragraph?

v/ Does every body paragraph begin with a clear argument (not background context)?
v/ Is every claim supported by specific, named evidence?

v/ Have | explained WHY the evidence proves my claim?

v/ Have | addressed counter-arguments or alternative perspectives?

v Does my conclusion directly answer the question?

v/ Have | used appropriate subject-specific terminology throughout?

v/ Is my answer within the scope defined by the question's qualifications?
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Chapter 6: Common Structural Mistakes and How to Fix
Them

After analysing thousands of IB examination scripts, Eclassopedia has identified the ten most
common structural errors that cost students marks across all subjects. Identifying and eliminating

these errors in your own writing is one of the fastest routes to score improvement.

Mistake 1: Starting with Context Instead of Argument

Example of what not to write: 'The Cold War was a period of tension between the United States and
the Soviet Union that lasted from 1945 until 1991...

The problem: This is background, not argument. An examiner reading this sentence has no idea

what your position is on the question.

The fix: Begin with your thesis. State your position on the question in the first or second sentence.

Context can follow, but argument must come first.

Mistake 2: Using Vague Evidence

Example of what not to write: 'Many historians believe that economic factors were the main cause of

the conflict.'

The problem: 'Many historians' is not evidence. It is a rhetorical gesture. Examiners require

specificity: a named historian, a specific event, a precise statistic.

The fix: Name your sources: 'Historian A.J.P. Taylor argued..." or 'According to the 1923 census

data..." Specificity is the difference betweena 5and a 7.

Mistake 3: Neglecting the 'So What?' Layer
The problem: Students present evidence but then move directly to the next point without explaining
what the evidence means. The examiner is left to make the connection themselves — and they will

not.

The fix: After every piece of evidence, ask yourself: 'So what? Why does this prove my point?'
Then write that explanation. This is the E (Explanation) in PEEL, and it is where the majority of

analytical marks are awarded.
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Mistake 4: Writing Paragraphs That Are Too Long or Too Short

The problem: Paragraphs that run for a full page lose focus and blur argument. Single-sentence

paragraphs lack development. Both signal poor structural control.

The fix: Aim for paragraphs of 120 to 200 words for body sections of extended responses. Each
paragraph should contain exactly one main argument. If you find yourself making two arguments in

one paragraph, split it.

Mistake 5: Introducing New Arguments in the Conclusion
The problem: The conclusion is the place to synthesise and resolve, not to introduce new material.
A conclusion that raises new points signals poor planning and undermines the coherence of the

entire essay.

The fix: Your conclusion should only contain ideas that have already appeared in your essay.
Synthesise your main arguments, state your position clearly, and — where appropriate —

contextualise your conclusion within a broader framework.
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Chapter 7: Annotated Example Answers

Theory without practice is incomplete. In this chapter, Eclassopedia presents annotated example
answers at three levels of performance — demonstrating exactly how structural decisions affect

marks awarded.

7.1 Example Question (IB History HL, 10 marks)
"Analyse the role of propaganda in consolidating Hitler's power in Germany between 1933 and
1939."

Level 5 Response (Mid-Range)

Student writes: 'Propaganda was very important for Hitler. Goebbels was the propaganda
minister and he used radio, film, and posters to spread Nazi ideas. Many people believed the
propaganda and this helped Hitler stay in power. The Nuremberg rallies were a major form of
propaganda...'

Examiner's comment: Correct content, but almost entirely descriptive. No analytical
language. Evidence is present but not developed. No clear argument structure. Likely to
score 5/10.

Level 7 Response (Top-Band)

Student writes: 'Propaganda was the central mechanism through which the Nazi regime
manufactured consent, transforming passive acceptance of Hitler's rule into active popular
enthusiasm. Goebbels' Reich Ministry of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda controlled all
media channels by 1934, ensuring that the Nazi worldview permeated every aspect of
German cultural life. Crucially, this monopoly on information not only suppressed opposition
but created a manufactured consensus — what historian Richard Evans terms a "credibility
gap" between private doubt and public conformity. The Nuremberg rallies exemplify this
strategy: events engineered for emotional and psychological effect rather than political
substance, creating the spectacle of unanimous national unity that legitimised Hitler's claims
to popular sovereignty. This demonstrates that propaganda's significance lay not merely in
disseminating ideology, but in restructuring the relationship between state and citizen in
ways that made organised dissent psychologically and practically impossible.'

Examiner's comment: Clear argument in the opening sentence. Specific evidence
(Goebbels, year, named historian). Analysis explains mechanism, not just description. "This
demonstrates that...' connects evidence to broader significance. Likely to score 9-10/10.
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Chapter 8: Building Your Structural Habits Before 2026
Exams

Structure is a skill, not a talent. It can be trained through deliberate practice. Eclassopedia
recommends the following eight-week structural development programme for students preparing for

their 2026 examinations.

8.1 The Eight-Week Structure Sprint

Week Focus and Daily Practice Activity

Week 1 Command term mastery. Every day, take one past exam question and write only the
first sentence — your thesis or opening argument — in response to it.

Week 2 PEEL paragraph drills. Write one complete PEEL paragraph per day. Have a teacher or
peer identify the Point, Evidence, Explanation, and Link.

Week 3 Evidence specificity. Review your recent written work and highlight every piece of
evidence. Replace any vague evidence with specific, named examples.

Week 4 Introduction and conclusion architecture. Practice writing introductions and conclusions
only — without the body — for five different questions.

Week 5 Timed writing. Write complete answers under timed conditions using the
marks-per-minute calculation. Stop at time.

Week 6 Mark scheme analysis. For every practice answer, obtain the mark scheme and identify
which points you included and which you missed.

Week 7 Self-assessment using the Examiner Checklist. After every answer, run through the
Eclassopedia Checklist and record your score.

Week 8 Full paper simulation. Complete a full past paper under examination conditions. Review
with mark scheme. Identify structural patterns to address.

8.2 Structuring Your Revision Materials

Students who perform well in IB examinations do not just learn content — they organise it in a way
that is deployment-ready. This means creating revision materials that mirror the structure of

examination answers, not just the content of textbooks.

* Create 'argument cards': one argument per card, with supporting evidence and a 'this is
significant because' sentence

* Practise writing your thesis for twenty different possible questions in your subject
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+ Collect and annotate two to three exemplar 7-level answers from your teacher or from the
IB's published specimen materials
» Create a personal vocabulary bank of subject-specific terms with definitions and example

sentences
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Conclusion: Structure as Your Competitive Advantage

The IB Diploma is a remarkable qualification precisely because it demands not just knowledge but
the ability to think, argue, and communicate under pressure. The students who achieve the highest
grades are not always those with the most knowledge — they are those who have learned to

deploy what they know in a structured, examiner-focused way.

The frameworks, strategies, and templates in this guide — developed by Eclassopedia through
years of working with IB students across the world — are your structural toolkit for the 2026
examinations. The universal CSS and PEEL frameworks, the subject-specific templates, the time
management strategies, and the examiner checklist are all designed to work together as a coherent

system.

The final message from Eclassopedia is this: structure is not a constraint on your thinking — it is the
framework that liberates it. When you do not have to worry about how to organise your answer, you
can devote your full cognitive capacity to the quality of your argument. That is where the difference

between a 6 and a 7 is made.

Approach your 2026 examinations with confidence, with a plan, and with structure. You have the

knowledge. This guide gives you the architecture to present it at its best. Good luck.

ECLASSOPEDIA

Empowering IB Students Worldwide | 2026 Edition

www.eclassopedia.com
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