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Everything They Don't Tell You at the Open Day

Introduction: The IB Dream and the IB
Reality

Every year, thousands of students across the globe step into the International
Baccalaureate Diploma Programme filled with optimism, ambition, and a carefully
curated vision of what the next two years will look like. They have seen the glossy
brochures. They have attended the inspiring open evenings. They have heard the
stories of alumni who graduated with 44 points and landed at their dream universities.
The IB, they believe, will be challenging — yes — but manageable, enriching, and
transformative.

Then the first Internal Assessment deadline arrives.

At Eclassopedia, we have worked with IB students from over 40 countries since our
founding. We have tutored hundreds of students through their Extended Essays, helped
them survive their Theory of Knowledge presentations, guided them through the
labyrinthine requirements of Creativity, Activity, Service (CAS), and sat with them during
panicked 2 a.m. revision sessions two weeks before May examinations. Through all of
this, we have observed a consistent pattern: the gap between what students and
families expect from the IB and what they actually experience is enormous.

This guide exists to close that gap. It is written not to discourage anyone from pursuing
the IB Diploma — it remains one of the world's finest pre-university qualifications — but
to prepare students and families for what the programme truly demands. Because the
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students who succeed in the IB are not always the most naturally gifted. They are the
most prepared, the most organised, and the most realistic about what lies ahead.

Let us begin.

Section 1: The Workload — More Than You

Imagined

1.1 The Numbers Game

EXPECTATION

The IB will be more work than my previous
school, but | will still have weekends to
myself, time to socialise, and a healthy

REALITY

Most IB students report studying 20-30
hours per week outside of class —
sometimes significantly more during IA and

work-life balance. EE deadlines. Weekends frequently become

study sessions, and social life requires
careful, intentional scheduling.

The IB Diploma Programme requires students to study six subjects simultaneously,
write a 4,000-word Extended Essay, complete a Theory of Knowledge course and
exhibition/essay, and fulfii CAS requirements. On paper, this sounds like a lot. In
practice, it is relentless.

A typical IB student's week looks something like this: attend 25-30 hours of school,
study 3—4 hours per evening, and use significant chunks of weekend time for
assignments, revision, or IA work. During deadline periods — particularly October to
November in Year 1 and January to March in Year 2 — this can spike dramatically.

"I thought | knew what hard work meant. The IB redefined the
word entirely.”" — IB Graduate, 2024

This is not meant to frighten. It is meant to help students and families plan. Students
who go in with a realistic workload expectation build better habits earlier and experience
far less crisis-mode studying than those who are blindsided.

1.2 Subject Combinations and Their Hidden Weights

Not all IB subject combinations are equal in workload. Students choosing Higher Level
(HL) Mathematics, HL Chemistry, and HL Physics, for instance, are signing up for one of
the most demanding academic experiences available at pre-university level, anywhere
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in the world. Students choosing a more humanities-oriented combination may find the
workload slightly more predictable, though no less demanding in terms of depth of
analysis and writing.

EXPECTATION REALITY

| can pick my favourite subjects at Higher = Enjoyment helps, but HL subjects —

Level and the workload will feel natural particularly sciences and mathematics —

because | enjoy them. demand consistent, structured effort
regardless of interest. Students often
underestimate how much further HL content
goes beyond what they studied at GCSE,
IGCSE, or equivalent.

* HL Mathematics: covers calculus, complex numbers, probability distributions,
and more — a significant leap from most pre-IB programmes.

« HL Biology/Chemistry/Physics: requires genuine scientific thinking, not just
memorisation of facts.

» HL History/English: demands sophisticated analytical essays, multiple
perspectives, and extended reading.

+ HL Economics: involves both qualitative analysis and quantitative
problem-solving with real-world application.

Eclassopedia consistently advises students to research their specific HL and SL subject
syllabi before Year 1 begins. An hour spent understanding what the IB actually requires
of you in any given subject is worth ten hours of reactive catch-up later.

Section 2: Assessments — Inside and
Outside the Exam Hall

2.1 Internal Assessments: The Hidden Curriculum

EXPECTATION REALITY

Internal Assessments are just coursework —  1As are often where students feel most
| can do them gradually over time and they = overwhelmed. They require original thought,
will be less stressful than exams. specific methodology, and precise

adherence to IB criteria that are quite
different from regular school assignments.
Deadlines pile up simultaneously across
multiple subjects.

www.eclassopedia.com3



EclassopedialB Expectations vs Reality 2026

Every core subject in the IB Diploma Programme includes an Internal Assessment
component. These are pieces of individual work that are marked by your teacher and
moderated externally by the IB. They carry significant weight: typically 20-30% of the
final grade in most subjects. Yet many students treat them as secondary to exam
preparation until it is too late.

The reality is that IAs require a fundamentally different type of thinking from exam
answers. In science subjects, you must design and conduct an investigation, gather
data, process it with appropriate statistical tools, evaluate limitations, and write a lab
report that reads like a piece of scientific literature. In Language and Literature, you
must produce a literary commentary with a clear thesis, structured argument, and
sophisticated textual analysis. In History, your Historical Investigation requires primary
source analysis and a genuine historical argument.

None of these are things students can do well without specific training. At Eclassopedia,
a significant portion of our IB support is devoted precisely to |IA coaching — helping
students understand the rubric, choose a focused topic, structure their work
appropriately, and avoid the most common mistakes that cost students dearly.

Common IA Mistakes We See: Students choosing topics that are too broad, failing to
engage with the specific assessment criteria, misunderstanding the word count
requirements, or submitting drafts without peer or teacher feedback.

2.2 The Extended Essay: A 4,000-Word Research Journey

EXPECTATION REALITY

The Extended Essay is basically a long The EE is a genuine independent research

essay. | will choose an interesting topic, project. Most students underestimate the

write it over the summer, and it will be done. time required to narrow a topic, gather
sources, draft, revise, and refine. Students
who leave it to the summer often produce
significantly weaker work than those who
begin in Year 1 and work systematically.

The Extended Essay is one of the most distinctive and demanding components of the 1B
Diploma. Students must produce a focused research paper of up to 4,000 words on a
topic of their choice, supervised by a school teacher. Together with the Theory of
Knowledge essay, it contributes up to 3 bonus points to the final diploma score — points
that can prove decisive in meeting university conditions.

The journey from choosing a topic to submitting a final draft typically spans 12 to 18
months for students who manage it well. This includes multiple rounds of reflection,
meetings with a supervisor, intermediate drafts, and significant revision. Students are
also required to undertake mandatory reflection sessions with their supervisor through
the Reflections on Planning and Progress Form (RPPF).
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"The EE taught me more about intellectual independence than
any exam | have ever sat.”" — IB Alumna, now reading Law at UCL

The biggest predictor of EE quality is topic selection. Students who choose topics that
are too broad ('The causes of World War One'), too personal ('The effect of my
grandmother's cooking on my family'), or insufficiently scholarly tend to struggle. The
best EEs are focused, curious, and genuinely investigative — they ask a question that
has a genuine answer, and they pursue it with academic rigour.

Eclassopedia advises students to finalise an EE topic by March or April of Year 1. This
timeline allows for meaningful research before the summer break, a strong first draft in
September/October, and calm final revisions in Year 2.

2.3 Theory of Knowledge: Philosophy You Did Not See
Coming

EXPECTATION REALITY

TOK is a discussion class where students TOK is one of the most conceptually

share opinions. It sounds interesting and challenging parts of the IB. Students who

relatively straightforward. have no prior exposure to epistemology or
philosophical thinking often find the early
weeks confusing and the assessment
criteria  demanding. It rewards original
thinking but requires structured argument.

Theory of Knowledge exists to encourage students to think about the nature of
knowledge itself — how we know what we know, what counts as evidence, and how
different areas of knowledge (natural sciences, history, ethics, mathematics, arts, etc.)
approach truth differently.

In 2022, the IB updated the TOK assessment. Students now complete a TOK Exhibition
— a collection of three objects linked to a shared prompt about how knowledge
operates in the real world — and a 1,600-word TOK Essay responding to one of six
titles set by the IB.

The TOK Exhibition is marked internally and accounts for 33% of the TOK grade. The
TOK Essay is marked externally and accounts for 67%. Together, TOK and the
Extended Essay can add up to 3 bonus points to a student's total diploma score, but
they can also cost points if done poorly.

Students who approach TOK as 'just a discussion class' are often surprised when their
essays receive low marks. The IB rewards structured, evidence-based philosophical
argument — not personal opinion or waffle. Students need to understand the specific
language of TOK: knowledge claims, justification, perspective, scope, and application.
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Section 3: CAS — More Than Ticking Boxes

EXPECTATION REALITY

CAS just means doing extracurriculars. | CAS requires documented, reflective
already play football and volunteer engagement  across three  strands:
sometimes — that should cover it. Creativity, Activity, and Service. Students

must demonstrate genuine growth and
learning, not just participation. The IB
requires written reflections and evidence
that can be scrutinised during the CAS
interview.

Creativity, Activity, Service is the third pillar of the IB Core alongside the Extended
Essay and Theory of Knowledge. It is perhaps the most misunderstood. Many students
(and parents) assume that CAS is simply a checklist of activities — join a sports team,
do some community volunteering, take part in a school play, and the requirement is
fulfilled.

The reality is more nuanced and, for students who engage with it genuinely, far more
rewarding. CAS requires students to demonstrate seven learning outcomes through
their activities. These include: identifying strengths and areas for growth, undertaking
challenges, planning and initiating activities, showing perseverance, collaborating with
others, engaging with ethical issues, and reflecting on their development.

The IB does not specify a minimum number of hours for CAS. Instead, it specifies that
students must engage in CAS for approximately 18 months and demonstrate
meaningful, sustained commitment. At many schools, students are required to complete
a CAS interview with their coordinator near the end of Year 2, during which they discuss
their experiences and the learning they demonstrate.

Eclassopedia's CAS Advice: Start early, choose activities you genuinely care about,
and document your reflections as you go — not all at once at the end of Year 2.
Authentic engagement produces better reflections and a much smoother CAS interview.

Students who treat CAS as a box-ticking exercise frequently find themselves scrambling
in the second half of Year 2, rushing to manufacture service hours or write retrospective
reflections. This is stressful, it shows, and it misses the entire point. CAS done well can
actually be one of the most personally enriching parts of the IB — students launch
community projects, learn new skills, develop leadership, and make a genuine
difference in their communities.
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Section 4: Mental Health and Wellbeing —
The Conversation Nobody Has

EXPECTATION REALITY

| am a strong student. | handle pressure IB students report significantly higher rates

well. The IB will be intense but | will not of stress, anxiety, and burnout than their

struggle mentally. non-IB peers. Even highly resilient students
often encounter periods of genuine distress.
The mental health dimension of the IB is
real and requires proactive attention.

This section may be the most important in the entire guide, and yet it is the one most
often missing from official IB communications.

A landmark study of IB students published in the Journal of Research in International
Education found that a significant majority of IB Diploma students report experiencing
high or very high levels of stress during the programme. Research from the University of
Oxford's Department of Education suggests that IB students report greater academic
pressure than students in most national curriculum frameworks.

This is not a failure of the IB system per se — the programme is demanding by design.
But it does mean that students and families need to take mental health preparation as
seriously as academic preparation.

"The IB does not break students. But it will find your weak points.
Better to know them before the programme does."”

At Eclassopedia, we have seen the warning signs many times. Students who are
thriving in October have completely lost motivation by February. Students who had
perfect attendance in Year 1 are missing weeks of school in Year 2 due to anxiety or
burnout. These are not weak students — they are students who were not prepared for
the sustained intensity of the programme.

4.1 Practical Strategies for Maintaining Wellbeing

» Sleep is non-negotiable. Consistently sleeping fewer than 7 hours per night
impairs memory consolidation, problem-solving, and emotional regulation. It is
counterproductive — not a badge of dedication.

» Exercise is a genuine academic intervention. Regular physical activity has been

demonstrated to improve focus, reduce anxiety, and improve mood. It is not a
luxury to sacrifice when deadlines approach.

« Know your warning signs. Students should learn to identify when they are moving
from productive stress into damaging anxiety. Common signs include persistent
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inability to concentrate, physical symptoms such as headaches or stomach
aches, social withdrawal, and catastrophic thinking.

» Seek support early. Schools, counsellors, and services such as those offered by
Eclassopedia exist precisely to help students through difficult periods. Asking for
help is a sign of self-awareness, not weakness.

» Structure protects. Students who have clear weekly schedules and know when
they will study, rest, exercise, and socialise experience significantly lower levels
of anxiety than those who operate reactively.

Section 5: University Admissions — What
the IB Actually Gives You

EXPECTATION

Doing the IB guarantees me entry to top
universities. Universities love IB students.

REALITY

The IB is highly regarded by universities
worldwide, but it does not guarantee
admission anywhere. University entry
depends on predicted grades, subject
choices, personal statements, references,
and — in some cases — interviews. IB
students still need to meet specific entry
requirements.

The IB Diploma is recognised as an exceptional qualification by universities in over 75
countries. In the United Kingdom, universities such as Oxford, Cambridge, Imperial
College London, and the London School of Economics regularly set IB entry
requirements between 38 and 42 points. In the United States, most Ivy League
universities view the IB very favourably and many offer advanced standing or college
credit for Higher Level subjects with grades of 5, 6, or 7.

However, the IB is not a golden ticket. It is a passport — one that opens doors, but does
not walk you through them. Students still need to:

» Achieve strong predicted grades in the subjects relevant to their intended degree
+ Write compelling personal statements that reflect genuine curiosity and

intellectual engagement

+ Demonstrate relevant experience or interest beyond the classroom
* In some cases, perform well in admissions tests (UCAT, LNAT, SAT, ACT, TSA,

etc.)
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» Navigate interviews at universities such as Oxford, Cambridge, and medical
schools

The IB's internal assessment system means that universities rely heavily on predicted
grades when making conditional offers. This makes the relationship between a student
and their teachers critically important. Teachers who know a student well, who have
seen them work hard and improve, are far better positioned to write strong predictions
and references.

5.1 The Bonus Points: TOK and EE

One aspect of IB university applications that students frequently misunderstand is the
bonus point system. The TOK Essay and the Extended Essay together can contribute
up to 3 additional points to a student's total diploma score. For a student sitting at 37 or
38 core points, those three bonus points can be the difference between receiving and
not receiving an offer from a highly selective university.

At Eclassopedia, we allocate significant resources to helping students maximise their
bonus point performance. A student who receives an A in both TOK and the Extended
Essay gains 3 bonus points. A student who receives B in both gains 2. The cumulative
effect of these components on university destinations is substantial.

EXPECTATION REALITY

My subject grades will determine my @ For students targeting highly selective

university destiny. TOK and the EE are less universities, TOK and EE grades can be the

important. deciding factor. A student with 38 subject
points and 3 bonus points has a diploma
total of 41 — potentially the difference
between an offer and a rejection at their
first-choice university.

Section 6: Grading — Understanding the IB
Scale

EXPECTATION REALITY

A grade of 5 out of 7 is basically aB, soitis The IB grading scale is not directly
a decent result. | should aim for 5s and 6s = comparable to other systems. A grade of 5
across the board. represents a solid performance, but the
grade boundaries vary significantly between
subjects and sessions. A student achieving

www.eclassopedia.com9



EclassopedialB Expectations vs Reality 2026

all 5s would have a total of 30 — above the
passing threshold but below the typical
requirements for selective universities.

The IB grades each subject on a scale of 1 to 7, with 7 being the highest. The minimum
score to be awarded the Diploma is 24 points (with additional conditions including no
more than one grade 2 and no grade 1s, and satisfactory completion of the Core). The
maximum total, including bonus points, is 45.

Grade boundaries — the minimum percentage scores required to achieve each grade
— are set after each examination session by the IB and vary based on the difficulty of
that particular paper. This means a student cannot calculate their grade simply by
knowing their percentage. Grade boundaries are released approximately six to eight
weeks after examinations.

Grade Descriptor University Context
7 Excellent — mastery of subject Typically required for
content Oxford/Cambridge and top US
universities
6 Very Good — strong performance Expected by most Russell Group and
with minor gaps leading global universities
5 Good — solid understanding with Adequate for many universities;
clear weaknesses below threshold for elite institutions in
core subjects
4 Satisfactory — basic conceptual Passes the diploma requirement;
understanding unlikely to meet selective university
conditions
3 Mediocre — limited grasp of key Risks failing the diploma; urgent
concepts academic support required
2 Poor — serious deficiency in Endangers diploma award; counts as
understanding a condition failure
1 Very Poor — nearly no demonstrated | Results in automatic diploma failure
understanding
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Section 7: The IB Student Archetypes —
Which One Are You?

Over years of working with IB students, Eclassopedia has observed that students tend
to fall into one of several broad patterns in how they approach the programme.
Recognising your tendencies early can help you address potential problems before they
become crises.

7.1 The Perfectionist

This student is highly motivated, detail-oriented, and committed to excellence. They
rewrite their notes three times, research every possible IA topic before settling on one,
and spend hours refining each paragraph of the Extended Essay. Their work is often
genuinely excellent — but they are at severe risk of burnout. The Perfectionist needs to
practise letting go of control, accepting that a submitted 'good' assignment is better than
an unfinished 'perfect’ one, and building non-academic time into their week as a
non-negotiable commitment.

7.2 The Procrastinator

This student understands the work required, intends to do it, and operates best under
pressure — or so they tell themselves. They delay starting the Extended Essay until
Christmas of Year 2. They begin their Math IA two weeks before the deadline. Their
work often has moments of genuine insight, but consistency suffers. The Procrastinator
needs external accountability — regular check-ins with a tutor, hard calendar deadlines,
and the recognition that the IB does not reward last-minute brilliance.

7.3 The Social Scientist

This student is brilliant in humanities subjects and has chosen the IB largely because of
the breadth of subjects on offer. They are thriving in History, English, and Economics —
but struggling in Mathematics or Sciences, which they selected because the school
required them. The Social Scientist often needs targeted, specialist support in their
weaker subjects and should resist the temptation to neglect these areas in favour of
subjects they enjoy.

7.4 The Quiet Achiever

This student does not talk much about their work, does not share their notes widely, and
is not the first to answer questions in class. Yet they are quietly, consistently,
methodically working through the syllabus. They read ahead. They practise past papers.
They seek feedback on their IAs months in advance. This student is often
underestimated by teachers and peers alike — and frequently achieves scores that
surprise everyone except themselves.
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7.5 The Overwhelmed High-Achiever

This student was top of their class before the IB. They are used to finding school
relatively straightforward. The IB is the first time in their academic life that they have
encountered genuine difficulty, and they do not have the coping mechanisms for it. They
may catastrophise, withdraw, or experience genuine anxiety. This student needs
compassionate but honest support: the IB is hard for everyone, and needing help is not
a sign of diminished ability.

Section 8: Parents, Partners, and Support
Systems

EXPECTATION REALITY

My child is capable enough to handle the IB = Parental awareness, emotional support, and

independently. My role is to provide a quiet practical scaffolding play a significant role in

study space and nutritious meals. IB student success. Parents who
understand the programme — its demands,
its timelines, its emotional weight — are far
better positioned to provide the right support
at the right time.

Parents of IB students often occupy a difficult position. On one hand, they want to
support their child through a demanding programme. On the other hand, they may not
have studied the IB themselves and find the terminology, the assessment structure, and
the timeline unfamiliar.

The most effective parent support is not academic — it is emotional and logistical. This
means understanding that when a student says they are stressed, they probably are,
and that the appropriate response is not to point out that they chose the IB. It means
helping to protect study time at home. It means not scheduling major family events
during the months of October, November, February, March, and April/May. It means
taking mental health seriously.

Parents who try to manage their child's IB academically — by hovering over their essay
drafts, pressuring them about grades, or comparing them to siblings or peers — often
generate additional anxiety without contributing to better outcomes. Trust, space, and
consistent emotional safety are the greatest gifts a parent can offer an IB student.
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"My parents did not understand the IB at all — but they
understood that | needed to know they believed in me. That was
enough.”

Section 9: The Role of Tutoring and External
Support

EXPECTATION REALITY

If a student needs a tutor, it means they are The most successful IB students —

not coping. Strong students do not need including those achieving 40+ points —

extra support. frequently work with specialist tutors for
specific subjects, |A guidance, EE support,
or exam technique. Tutoring is a
performance tool, not a rescue service.

In elite sport, every athlete — however talented — works with a coach. This is not
because they lack ability. It is because an external perspective, specialist expertise, and
structured feedback systematically improve performance. The same logic applies to the
IB.

At Eclassopedia, our students range from those who need genuine subject remediation
to those who are achieving 42 or 43 points and want to close the final gap to 44 or 45.
We work with students on specific components: |A design and drafting, Extended Essay
topic selection and argument structure, TOK essay planning, examination technique,
and syllabus revision.

The most common misconception we encounter is that tutoring is reactive — something
you seek when things have gone wrong. The most effective tutoring is proactive:
beginning at the start of a course, establishing strong foundational understanding, and
building consistent good habits before the pressure of deadlines arrives.

9.1 What Good IB Tutoring Actually Looks Like

« Subject tutoring that aligns precisely with the IB syllabus — not generic A-Level
or AP support that does not address |IB-specific content and command terms.

* |A coaching that walks students through the specific assessment criteria for their
subject and helps them choose a focused, achievable topic.

+ EE mentoring that guides the student through the research process, structure,
and multiple revision cycles.
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» TOK support that helps students understand the philosophical framework and
write structured, evidenced arguments.

« Exam technique sessions using genuine past papers with mark scheme analysis.
Eclassopedia offers all of the above through our network of specialist IB tutors, many of

whom are former IB examiners or have extensive experience teaching IB at leading
international schools.

Section 10: Survival Strategies — What
Actually Works

10.1 Plan Your Year Before It Starts

Obtain a school calendar with all internal deadlines before Term 1 begins. Map these
onto a personal calendar alongside your commitments, holidays, and examinations.
Identify the crunch periods — typically November (IA drafts), February (EE final
submission, TOK), and April/May (final examinations). Knowing when the pressure
points are in advance allows you to protect your preparation time.

10.2 Master the Mark Scheme

The IB publishes mark schemes for past papers. Many students revise using notes and
textbooks but never study mark schemes systematically. This is a significant missed
opportunity. Understanding exactly what examiners are looking for — specific command
terms, specific types of evidence, specific structural requirements — is one of the
highest-leverage revision activities available.

10.3 Practise Past Papers Under Exam Conditions

Reading notes and highlighting textbooks creates an illusion of learning. Sitting down
with a past paper, a timer, and no assistance — and then marking it rigorously against
the mark scheme — creates actual learning. Students who do this regularly throughout
Year 2 perform significantly better than those who begin timed practice only in the
weeks before the May examinations.

10.4 Build a Support Network

Students who have classmates to study with, talk to, and share resources with perform
better and experience less isolation than those who try to navigate the IB entirely alone.
This does not mean sharing answers or plagiarising — it means building a community of
mutual encouragement and accountability.
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10.5 Take the Long View

The IB is two years. It feels permanent during the darkest November of Year 2, but it
ends. Students who can hold onto the long view — who can remind themselves that the
difficulty is temporary and the benefits enduring — navigate the emotional turbulence
better. It helps to keep visible reminders of why you chose the 1B, what you are working
toward, and what life will look like on the other side of the May examinations.

Conclusion: The IB Will Change You —
Prepare to Be Changed

The International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme is genuinely transformative.
Students who complete it — regardless of their final score — emerge with sharper
analytical thinking, greater intellectual curiosity, better time management, more
resilience, and a far deeper sense of their own academic capability.

But transformation is not comfortable. The IB will challenge you in ways that no previous
school experience has. It will ask more of you than you think you can give. There will be
moments of genuine self-doubt. There will be assessments you do less well on than you
hoped. There will be subjects that do not click as easily as you expected. There will be
deadlines that feel impossible and presentations that feel terrifying.

This is all normal. This is all part of the programme. And this is all something that, with
the right support, the right strategies, and the right mindset, you can navigate
successfully.

"The IB does not ask whether you are clever enough. It asks
whether you are prepared enough. Preparation is entirely within
your control.”

At Eclassopedia, we have seen hundreds of students walk into the IB with exactly the
misconceptions this guide has addressed — and walk out the other side with
remarkable results and, more importantly, remarkable growth. Our role is to help you
make that journey as effectively and as healthily as possible.

Whether you are about to begin Year 1, halfway through the programme, or
approaching your final examinations, we are here to help. Our specialist IB tutors, our
subject resources, our IA and EE support, and our community of educators are all
designed with one purpose in mind: to help you achieve the best version of your IB
experience.

The IB is hard. It is worth it. And you are more capable of succeeding in it than you
know.
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