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Introduction: Why Most IB Advice Falls Short

The International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programme is one of the most rigorous
pre-university curriculums on the planet. Every year, over 180,000 students sit the IB exams
across more than 160 countries, navigating six challenging subject groups, the Extended Essay,
Theory of Knowledge, and CAS — all simultaneously. If you have picked up this guide, chances
are you are already knee-deep in that journey, or you are about to begin it.

Here is the uncomfortable truth: most IB advice you will find online is generic. It will tell you to
'study hard,' 'make flashcards,' and 'read the syllabus." While those are not wrong, they are
woefully incomplete. The students who consistently walk away with 40+ points are not
necessarily the most naturally gifted — they are the ones who understand how the IB system
actually works and then exploit every legitimate advantage available to them.

At Eclassopedia, we have worked with thousands of IB students across the globe. We have
pored over mark schemes, spoken to veteran IB examiners, analysed grade boundary data, and
gathered real feedback from high-scoring graduates. What we have compiled in this guide are
the ten hacks — the insider strategies — that never appear in your school's orientation packet,
but that can be the difference betweena5and a 7.

This is not a shortcut guide. The IB does not reward laziness. What it does reward is strategic
effort. Every single hack in this list is about working smarter: understanding what 1B examiners
actually want, leveraging resources most students ignore, and protecting your mental bandwidth
so your brain stays sharp when it matters most.

Read this guide carefully. Implement these strategies early. And share it with every IB friend
who deserves to know what the system does not openly tell them. Welcome to your unfair
advantage.

HACK #01
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Master the Mark Scheme — Not Just the Textbook

Every IB student has a textbook. Very few have truly studied the mark scheme. This single
distinction separates average scorers from top scorers more than almost anything else.

What Is a Mark Scheme and Why Does It Matter?

A mark scheme is the official document IB examiners use to award points to your answers. It
lists the exact phrases, concepts, and structures that receive marks. When you write an essay
or answer a structured question without understanding the mark scheme, you are essentially
answering a question without knowing what the correct answer looks like from the examiner's
perspective.

Here is what shocks most students: the mark scheme often does not require long, elaborate
answers. It requires specific, precise language. You can write three beautifully crafted
paragraphs and receive fewer marks than a student who writes two sentences using the exact
terminology the mark scheme demands.

How to Use Mark Schemes Strategically

* Download every past paper and its corresponding mark scheme from the IB's official
resources or through your school's access to Follett Shelf / ManageBac.

* Attempt a past paper question under timed conditions, then open the mark scheme
immediately. Do not wait. Compare your answer word for word.

» Highlight the ‘command terms' used in the mark scheme — words like 'outline,'
'evaluate,' 'compare,' and 'justify.' IB has specific definitions for each of these. Learn
them.

» Create a personal 'phrase bank' from mark schemes in your subjects. When a mark
scheme rewards 'enzyme-substrate complex' rather than 'the enzyme grabs the
substrate,' you add the correct phrase to your bank.

* Practice rewriting your own answers using mark scheme language until it becomes
second nature.

¢ Eclassopedia Pro Tip

IB mark schemes often include 'Accept’ lists — alternative correct answers not in the main
scheme. Spotting these gives you extra flexibility on exam day. Always read the full mark
scheme, not just the first awarded response.

Students who are fluent in mark scheme language stop fighting the examiner's expectation and
start meeting it. This is not about memorising model answers — it is about understanding the
examiner's mindset and speaking their language fluently.

HACK #02

Treat Your Extended Essay Like a Research Publication
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The Extended Essay (EE) is 4,000 words that most IB students write in a panic the summer
before their final year. That is a catastrophic mistake. The EE is worth the same A-grade bonus
as TOK — together they can add up to 3 extra points to your final diploma score. More
importantly, a brilliant EE can become a genuine talking point in university applications. A
mediocre one is just a box ticked.

Choose a Focused, Manageable Research Question

The number one EE mistake is choosing a research question that is too broad. 'How did World
War Il affect Europe?' is not a research question — it is a textbook chapter. 'To what extent did
the Lend-Lease Act alter the strategic decision-making of the Soviet high command between
1941 and 19437?' is a research question.

Your research question should be narrow enough that you can genuinely answer it in 4,000
words. If your supervisor reads your question and says 'hmm, that could be a PhD thesis,' scale
it down immediately.

Structure Like an Academic Paper

* Use an abstract that precisely states what you investigated, how you investigated it, and
what you concluded. Examiners read thousands of EEs — a crisp abstract signals
immediately that you know what you are doing.

* Your introduction must contextualise the question and explain why it is worth asking. Do
not start with 'Since the dawn of time..." Start with the specific gap in knowledge your
essay addresses.

+ Each body paragraph should advance your argument. Every piece of evidence should

serve your thesis. Cut anything that is merely interesting but does not contribute to your
conclusion.

*  Your conclusion must not introduce new material. It should synthesise your findings and
directly answer the research question with the nuance your analysis has earned.

¢ Eclassopedia Pro Tip

Read three or four EEs that received an A grade in your subject (your IB coordinator may have
access). Reverse-engineer what makes them work. You will immediately see the difference in
focus, evidence quality, and analytical depth compared to average-scoring examples.

A well-executed EE demonstrates exactly the skills universities are looking for: independent
inquiry, critical thinking, and academic rigour. Treat it as an opportunity, not an obligation.

HACK #03

Decode Command Terms — They Are the Hidden Scoring Code
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If mark schemes are the answer key, command terms are the question decoder. IB uses a
precise vocabulary of command terms across all subjects — words like 'analyse,' ‘compare and
contrast,' 'discuss,' 'evaluate,' and 'to what extent." Each has an exact, published definition.
Misinterpreting a command term is the most avoidable source of lost marks in the IB.

The Most Commonly Confused Command Terms

* 'Outline' vs 'Explain": Outline means give a brief account. Explain means give a clear
account including reasons or causes. Outlining when asked to explain will cost you
marks — and vice versa.

* 'Compare' vs 'Compare and contrast': Compare alone means focus on similarities.
Compare and contrast explicitly requires both similarities and differences.

» 'Evaluate' vs 'Discuss'. Evaluate means make a judgement based on evidence. Discuss
means offer a considered and balanced review of the evidence without necessarily
reaching a verdict.

+ 'Justify' means give valid reasons or evidence to support an answer or conclusion.
Simply stating your opinion without evidence is not justification.

* 'To what extent' questions require you to take a position on a spectrum and defend it —
not merely list factors on both sides.

How to Internalise Command Terms

Print the IB's Subject-Specific Guide for each of your six subjects (available from your IB
coordinator or the IB Store). Every guide contains a glossary of command terms. Spend one
hour per subject truly learning these definitions — not skimming them. Quiz yourself. Write
practice sentences. You will immediately find that your answers become more targeted and
more efficient.

¢ Eclassopedia Pro Tip

In the exam, before you begin writing, underline the command term in every question. Then
write yourself a micro-note in the margin about what that command term demands. This
30-second habit prevents the single most common IB scoring error.

HACK #04

Optimise Your Subject Combination for Maximum Score Potential

Most IB students choose their subjects based on what they 'like' or what their school
recommends for university entry. Very few approach the decision strategically. Your subject
combination has a direct impact on how many points you can realistically score — and how
much work those points will cost you.

Higher Level vs Standard Level: Choose Wisely

You must take three HL and three SL subjects. HL subjects require significantly more content,
deeper analysis, and carry additional exam components. Choosing three brutally difficult HL
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subjects because they 'look impressive' is one of the most common strategic errors IB students
make.

The universities you are applying to typically care about HL grades in subjects relevant to your
intended field. A 6 in HL Chemistry from a student who genuinely understands chemistry is
more valuable than a 4 in the same subject from someone who was overambitious. Research
your target university subject requirements and calibrate your HL choices accordingly.

Strategic Subject Selection Principles

» If you have a natural aptitude for mathematics, consider Mathematics: Analysis and
Approaches HL (AA HL). It is demanding but statistically produces excellent results for
students with genuine mathematical ability and significantly impresses STEM university
admissions.

» Visual Arts, Music, and Theatre can be outstanding HL choices for students with genuine
talent, as a significant portion of marks come from internally assessed portfolios rather
than final exams — giving you more control over your outcome.

* Avoid taking two essay-heavy humanities subjects at HL if your writing stamina is limited.
History HL, English A HL, and Philosophy HL simultaneously is a combination that
demands exceptional writing discipline.

» Consider the internal assessment (I1A) weightings. In some subjects, IAs account for
20—-25% of your final grade — this is entirely within your control and can be completed
without the pressure of an exam hall.

¢ Eclassopedia Pro Tip

Look up the grade boundary statistics for your chosen subjects across the last three exam
sessions. Some subjects consistently have higher grade boundaries (meaning more students
score 7) than others. This data is publicly available and should inform your selection.

HACK #05

Turn Internal Assessments Into Your Guaranteed Points Bank

Here is the most underappreciated fact in the IB: Internal Assessments (IAs) are marked by your
own teachers. Then they are moderated by an external IB examiner. This means that unlike
your final exams — which are entirely out of your control on exam day — your IAs give you
months of preparation time, multiple drafts, and teacher feedback before the final submission.

IAs typically contribute between 20% and 30% of your final grade depending on the subject. A
student who scores 7 on every IA and 5 on their exams will often still achieve a 6 or 7 overall. A
student who neglects their IAs and then struggles in exams faces a compounded problem. Use
this asymmetry to your advantage.

The IA Success Formula

« Start your IA in the first month of IB Year 1, not in Year 2. The quality difference between
an |A written over 12 months and one written over 6 weeks is enormous.
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* Read the IA criteria for your subject before you write a single word. Every subject has a
published IA marking rubric. Your work must address every criterion explicitly.

* Use your teacher's feedback aggressively. Ask for detailed written comments after every
draft submission. Then address every single comment before submitting the next draft.
Teachers who see genuine effort and responsiveness are more invested in your
success.

* For science |IAs (Biology, Chemistry, Physics), choose an investigation topic that allows
you to collect clean, controlled data. A clever but messy experiment will score lower than
a simple but well-executed one.

* For humanities |As (History, Geography, Economics), ground your analysis in named
theories, specific data, and named academics. Avoid vague generalisations.

¢ Eclassopedia Pro Tip

After submitting your IA, write a brief self-evaluation against each criterion. If you cannot
confidently say 'l have addressed Criterion X because...' then your IA is not ready. This self-audit
catches gaps your teacher's initial read might not flag.

HACK #06

Make TOK Work for You — Do Not Just Survive It

Theory of Knowledge (TOK) is the most philosophically unique component of the IB, and the
one most students approach with the least strategy. The common experience is: attend TOK
class, half-listen, write an essay in a rush, breathe a sigh of relief when it is over. This is a
colossal missed opportunity.

TOK contributes to the Diploma's bonus points matrix alongside the EE. A student who receives
an A in TOK and an A in the EE receives 3 bonus points added to their diploma score. Those
three points can be the difference between 42 and 45 — the maximum score. Even a B in TOK
paired with a B in the EE yields 2 bonus points.

Understanding What TOK Actually Wants

TOK is not asking you to have the correct philosophical opinion. It is asking you to demonstrate
a specific intellectual skill: the ability to think critically about knowledge itself — how we know
what we claim to know, what the limits of that knowledge are, and how different disciplines
construct knowledge differently.

The best TOK essays and presentations do not assert strong positions and defend them like a
debate. They explore genuine complexity, acknowledge counter-arguments, and use real-world
examples (called Real Life Situations) to illustrate abstract epistemological claims.

TOK Essay Strategy

* Choose your prescribed title carefully. Read every available title before deciding. Select
the one where you have the strongest, most specific Real Life Situations (RLS) ready to
deploy.
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» Structure your essay around a genuine tension or paradox in the prescribed title — not a
simple 'yes/no' answer. Examiners reward nuance.

* For each claim you make, introduce a counter-claim. Then evaluate both using evidence.
This three-part structure (claim — counter-claim — evaluation) is the engine of a strong
TOK essay.

* Your Real Life Situations must be specific, detailed, and genuinely illustrative of the
epistemological point you are making. 'Scientists once thought the Earth was flat' is not a
strong RLS. A specific study on cognitive bias in medical diagnosis is.

¢ Eclassopedia Pro Tip

Read past TOK essays that received high marks and annotate them. Identify exactly where the
writer transitions from claim to counter-claim, where they deploy RLS, and how their conclusion
synthesises the complexity. Then mirror this architecture in your own essay.

HACK #07

Build a Past Paper Practice System — Not Just a Study Habit

Practicing past papers is advice every IB student has heard. But the way most students do it is
inefficient. They sit down with a past paper, attempt it casually, check their answers, feel vaguely
bad about what they got wrong, and move on. That is not deliberate practice. That is going
through the motions.

A true past paper system — one that actually builds exam performance — requires four distinct
phases: timed simulation, diagnostic analysis, targeted remediation, and spaced repetition.

Phase 1: Timed Simulation

Every past paper attempt must be done under full exam conditions. Set a timer. Put your phone
in another room. Use the exact amount of time you will have in the real exam. No breaks. No
checking notes mid-paper. Your brain needs to learn to perform under pressure, and you cannot
train that skill without creating the pressure.

Phase 2: Diagnostic Analysis

After completing and marking a paper, do not move on. Create a simple error log. For every
question where you lost marks, note: Was it a knowledge gap? A command term misreading? A
time management failure? A careless calculation error? Each type of error requires a different
intervention. Lumping them all together as 'things | got wrong' is useless.

Phase 3: Targeted Remediation

Address each error type specifically. Knowledge gaps require content review — return to the
relevant section of your notes or textbook. Command term errors require more command term
practice. Calculation errors require more practice of that specific calculation type. Do not
remediate globally. Remediate precisely.
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Phase 4: Spaced Repetition

Return to the questions you got wrong. Two days later, try them again without looking at the
mark scheme. One week later, try them again. Spaced repetition is scientifically proven to
transfer knowledge from short-term to long-term memory far more effectively than massed
practice (i.e., cramming).

¢ Eclassopedia Pro Tip

Complete at least five full past papers per subject in the six months before your exams. Students
who complete this volume of timed practice consistently report that the actual IB exam feels
'shorter' than they expected — because their brain has been conditioned for the pace required.

HACK #08

CAS Is Not a Checkbox — Use It to Recharge

The Creativity, Activity, Service (CAS) component is the most misunderstood part of the IB
Diploma. Many students treat it as an administrative burden — collecting hours, ticking boxes,
and writing perfunctory reflections on their ManageBac profiles. This mindset both produces
poor CAS outcomes and robs students of genuine benefit.

The real secret of CAS is this: when done authentically, it is one of the most powerful tools for
protecting your mental health during the two most stressful years of your pre-university
education. It forces you to step away from academic pressure and engage with the world
physically, creatively, and socially — all of which are scientifically proven to restore cognitive
function and reduce burnout.

Designing a CAS Experience That Works for You

* Choose CAS activities that you would do even without the IB requirement. Genuine
engagement produces genuine reflection. Forced engagement produces hollow
journaling that experienced CAS coordinators can immediately identify.

* For Creativity: choose something that makes you lose track of time. Photography, music
production, visual art, writing, coding, cooking, fashion design — if you are genuinely
absorbed, your reflections will be authentic.

* For Activity: a sustained physical practice. This is not merely recreational — regular
physical exercise has been shown in multiple peer-reviewed studies to improve memory
consolidation, reduce anxiety, and enhance executive function. Your CAS runs are also
literally improving your exam performance.

* For Service: choose something where you will see real impact. Tutoring younger
students in a subject you excel in is particularly valuable — teaching a concept is one of
the best ways to deepen your own understanding of it.

Writing CAS Reflections That Impress

IB CAS reflections must demonstrate genuine learning, not just activity completion. Use the
structured reflection framework: describe what happened, analyse what you learned about
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yourself, evaluate how you have grown or how your perspective has changed, and project how
this experience connects to your future development.

¢ Eclassopedia Pro Tip

Do not leave your CAS completion to the final semester of Year 2. Spread your experiences
across both years. Students who rush CAS at the end produce visibly thin reflections — and
coordinators are required to flag these to the IB, which can jeopardise your diploma.

HACK #09

Leverage Your IB Network — Collaboration Is Not Cheating

The culture around academic integrity in the IB can inadvertently discourage something entirely
legitimate and enormously powerful: collaborative studying. There is a crucial distinction
between academic dishonesty (sharing IA work, copying another student's essay) and
collaborative learning (studying together, discussing concepts, testing each other).

High-scoring IB students are almost never entirely solitary scholars. They build networks. They
form study groups. They share resources. They teach each other. And they are dramatically
more efficient as a result.

How to Build an Effective IB Study Network

* Form a study group of three to five students per subject — small enough to stay focused,
large enough to cover different strengths and gaps.

* Rotate the 'teacher' role in study sessions. Each session, one person is responsible for
teaching a specific topic to the group. Teaching forces understanding at a deeper level
than passive revision.

* Create a shared resource library — a Google Drive folder or Notion workspace where
past papers, mark schemes, notes, and study guides are collectively gathered and
organised.

« Join the global IB community online. There are high-quality subreddits (r/IBO), Discord
servers, and Facebook groups where IB students share resources, discuss subject
content, and support each other. The collective intelligence of these communities is
remarkable.

+ Connect with IB alumni from your school. Students who completed the IB one or two
years ahead of you have invaluable knowledge about your specific teachers' marking
preferences, the internal moderation process, and which past paper topics recur
frequently.

When to Study Alone vs. Together

Collaborative sessions are ideal for concept discussion, testing each other, and reviewing past
paper questions together. Solo study is essential for the actual production work: writing drafts,
completing problem sets, memorising content. Use both modes deliberately. An IB student who
only studies in groups often lacks the individual depth required for high exam performance. An
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IB student who only studies alone misses the intellectual sharpening that comes from explaining
ideas and encountering others' perspectives.

¢ Eclassopedia Pro Tip

Find at least one study partner who is stronger than you in each subject. The research on
academic performance is clear: students who study with peers at or above their level
consistently outperform those who only study with peers at or below their level. Intellectual
challenge is a feature, not a threat.

HACK #10

Manage Your Energy — Not Just Your Time

The final hack is the one most overlooked, most undervalued, and most transformative. Every
productivity guide tells IB students to manage their time. Very few tell them to manage their
energy. Here is why the distinction matters: you can schedule 10 hours of study on a given day,
but if your energy is depleted, those 10 hours will produce work of far lower quality than 5
energised, focused hours.

The IB is a two-year marathon. Students who burn out in the first year — who sacrifice sleep,
exercise, nutrition, and social connection in pursuit of academic performance — typically
underperform in the final examinations because their cognitive reserves are depleted precisely
when they need them most.

The Four Pillars of IB Energy Management

Sleep is the most powerful performance-enhancing tool available to any IB student. During
sleep, your brain consolidates the day's learning into long-term memory, clears metabolic waste
products associated with cognitive fatigue, and regulates the emotional systems that govern
stress and anxiety. Research from Harvard Medical School and the University of California has
consistently shown that students who sleep fewer than seven hours per night perform
significantly worse on memory-dependent academic tasks than those who sleep seven to nine
hours. Pulling all-nighters before exams is not a study strategy — it is self-sabotage.

Nutrition directly affects cognitive function. Your brain runs on glucose, but the quality of that
glucose matters. Complex carbohydrates (oats, brown rice, vegetables) provide sustained
energy. Heavily processed foods and simple sugars create energy spikes followed by crashes
— exactly the wrong profile for a three-hour exam. Staying hydrated is equally critical. Even mild
dehydration (2% of body weight) has been shown to impair attention, working memory, and
psychomotor speed.

Physical exercise is not optional for IB students who want peak cognitive performance. Multiple
studies have demonstrated that aerobic exercise increases the production of Brain-Derived
Neurotrophic Factor (BDNF), a protein associated with improved learning, memory, and mood
regulation. Even 20 to 30 minutes of moderate aerobic exercise three times per week produces
measurable improvements in academic performance. Your CAS activity is doing double duty: it
is ticking the 1B box and literally making your brain work better.
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Stress management is perhaps the most underappreciated pillar. Chronic stress impairs the
prefrontal cortex — the part of the brain responsible for planning, decision-making, and complex
reasoning — which is precisely the cognitive function the IB tests. Building stress management
practices into your routine is not indulgent; it is neurologically essential. Regular mindfulness
practice, adequate social connection, and scheduled breaks from academic work are all
evidence-based stress reduction tools.

Practical Energy Management Strategies for IB Students

» Protect seven to nine hours of sleep as a non-negotiable boundary, even during exam
season. Sleep deprivation is cumulative — you cannot 'catch up' meaningfully on
weekends.

* Use the Pomodoro technique or similar structured work intervals: 50 minutes of focused
study followed by a 10-minute break. During breaks, move physically — even a brief
walk changes your brain's physiological state.

» Schedule your most cognitively demanding work (essay writing, problem-solving, IA
work) during your peak energy hours. For most students this is mid-morning. Reserve
lower-energy tasks (organising notes, watching tutorial videos) for lower-energy periods.

* Maintain at least one full day per week with no IB academic work. This is not a luxury —
it is a recovery requirement. Athletes build rest days into their training schedules
because muscle repair happens during rest. Cognitive consolidation operates by the
same principle.

» Learn to recognise your personal warning signs of burnout: persistent difficulty
concentrating, emotional dysregulation, loss of motivation for activities you normally
enjoy, disrupted sleep, and increased illness. Addressing these signals early is far easier
than recovering from full burnout.

¢ Eclassopedia Pro Tip

Create a weekly 'energy audit' every Sunday. Rate your physical energy, emotional state, and
cognitive sharpness on a simple 1-10 scale. If any metric drops below 6 for two consecutive
weeks, intervene deliberately: reduce study load, prioritise sleep, add physical activity, and
reach out to your school counsellor or a trusted teacher. The IB is demanding enough without
fighting yourself.

Conclusion: From Information to Transformation

You have now read the ten hacks that Eclassopedia has distilled from years of working with 1B
students across the globe. But reading is only the beginning. The students who actually benefit
from this guide are not the ones who finish it and feel inspired for an hour. They are the ones
who close this document and immediately implement one specific change.

Start with Hack #1. Pull up the mark scheme for the last past paper you attempted and compare
it with your own answers phrase by phrase. That single exercise will reveal more about your
current IB performance gaps than weeks of passive revision.
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Then implement Hack #7's past paper system — build the schedule, start tracking your errors,
start the spaced repetition cycle. These two hacks alone, executed consistently over six months,
have transformed countless average IB scorers into high achievers.

As you progress, layer in the other hacks systematically. Master your command terms. Start
your Extended Essay early. Turn your IAs into guaranteed points. Approach TOK with genuine
intellectual curiosity. Build your study network. And above all, protect your energy with the same
seriousness you bring to your academic preparation.

The IB is designed to challenge you. It is supposed to be hard. But 'hard' does not mean
'impossible,' and it does not mean 'arbitrary.' The IB system rewards students who understand it
— who know what examiners want, who use every legitimate tool available, and who maintain
the physical and cognitive resources to perform at their best when it counts.

You now know what most students do not. The question is whether you will use that knowledge.

Eclassopedia is here every step of the way. Explore our subject-specific IB courses, IA review
services, extended essay mentoring, and TOK workshops at our platform. Because the goal
was never just to help you pass the IB — it was to help you genuinely thrive through it.

Good luck — and make it count.

— The Eclassopedia Team
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About Eclassopedia

Eclassopedia is a leading online educational platform dedicated to helping International
Baccalaureate students worldwide achieve their highest potential. Our platform combines
expert-led instruction, data-driven practice tools, and personalised mentoring to provide IB
students with every strategic advantage available.

Our team includes experienced IB teachers, former IB examiners, and academic mentors with
decades of combined experience across all six IB subject groups. We understand the IB system
from the inside out — and we have made it our mission to share that knowledge with every
student who deserves access to it.

What We Offer

» Subject-specific IB courses covering all HL and SL content across the six subject groups

» Internal Assessment review and mentoring services with detailed, criterion-specific
feedback

» Extended Essay supervision and research coaching

* Theory of Knowledge essay workshops and presentation coaching

* Personalised past paper practice programmes with diagnostic analytics
* One-on-one tutoring with subject specialists and former IB high scorers

Join thousands of IB students who have used Eclassopedia to transform their understanding,
sharpen their exam technique, and achieve results they are genuinely proud of. The IB is a
two-year journey — let us walk it with you.

www.eclassopedia.com
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