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Foreword from Eclassopedia 
Welcome to Eclassopedia's definitive 2026 guide to the most critical, most common, and most 
costly mistakes that IB Diploma Programme students make throughout their two-year journey. As a 
trusted online learning platform dedicated to supporting IB learners across the world, Eclassopedia 
has worked closely with educators, examiners, and successful graduates to compile the hard-won 
wisdom you need to navigate the IB with confidence. 

The IB Diploma Programme is one of the most rigorous and internationally recognised 
pre-university qualifications in the world. It demands intellectual curiosity, organisational discipline, 
and the ability to think critically across multiple disciplines. Yet year after year, even the most 
capable students fall into the same avoidable traps. They underestimate the workload, mismanage 
their time, misinterpret assessment criteria, or neglect the internally assessed components until it is 
too late. 

This guide is not designed to frighten you. It is designed to give you a clear, honest, and practical 
roadmap that helps you sidestep the pitfalls that derail so many promising candidates. Whether you 
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are just beginning your IB journey or are already deep into Year 2, this guide will help you 
understand where students go wrong and, more importantly, what you can do differently. 

At Eclassopedia, we believe that every IB student has the potential to achieve their 
best possible result. The difference between a good result and a great one often 
comes down to awareness, preparation, and the right support. 

 

Introduction: Why IB Students Struggle 
The International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme is not simply a collection of difficult subjects. 
It is a holistic, integrated academic experience that requires students to master content knowledge, 
develop transferable thinking skills, complete internally assessed projects, write extended research, 
and reflect on their own personal growth through Creativity, Activity, Service. That is a formidable 
set of demands for any 16 to 19 year old to manage simultaneously. 

The IB is designed to challenge, and challenge it does. According to data from recent examination 
sessions, a significant proportion of candidates fail to achieve the full diploma not because of a lack 
of intelligence, but because of poor planning, misalignment with assessment requirements, and 
preventable errors in examination technique. Many students enter the IB with strong academic 
records and genuine enthusiasm, only to find themselves overwhelmed by the third month of Year 
1. 

The mistakes students make in the IB rarely stem from not knowing the content. They stem from not 
knowing how the IB works. The IB has a distinct philosophy, a precise set of marking criteria, and a 
culture of academic inquiry that rewards students who engage with it authentically. Those who try to 
game it, rush it, or ignore its demands invariably pay the price. 

Eclassopedia has identified fifteen of the most damaging and most common mistakes IB students 
make. We have organised them into thematic sections covering time management and planning, 
subject-specific study habits, internal assessments, Theory of Knowledge and the Extended Essay, 
examination technique, and personal wellbeing. Together, these sections form a complete portrait of 
IB success and failure. 

 

Section 1: Planning & Time Management Mistakes 
Mistake 1: Treating the IB Like a Sprint, Not a Marathon 
One of the most destructive mindsets an IB student can adopt is thinking that they can study 
intensively for a few weeks before examinations and coast through the rest of the year. This 
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approach might work for some national qualifications, but it is almost guaranteed to fail in the IB 
Diploma Programme. 

The IB is designed around sustained effort. The Extended Essay alone requires months of 
research, drafting, and revision. Internal assessments in every subject carry significant weight and 
have fixed school-imposed deadlines. The Theory of Knowledge exhibition and essay require 
genuine philosophical engagement that cannot be faked in a weekend. And the sheer volume of 
content across six subjects means that cramming simply cannot cover the necessary ground. 

Students who coast through Year 1 believing that Year 2 will give them time to catch up are 
consistently disappointed. Year 2 is typically more demanding, not less, as mock examinations, final 
IAs, the Extended Essay deadline, and increasingly complex syllabus content all converge. The 
students who perform best are those who treat every week of the two-year programme as an 
important building block. 

Eclassopedia Tip: Create a two-year study calendar at the start of the programme. 
Map out all known deadlines for IAs, the EE, TOK, and school-set assessments, then 
work backwards to set personal preparation milestones. 

Mistake 2: Ignoring the Syllabus and Subject Guides 
This mistake is so common and so preventable that it is almost frustrating to write about. The IB 
publishes detailed subject guides for every course it offers. These guides contain the complete 
syllabus, the precise assessment objectives, the command terms used in examinations, sample 
assessments, and marking criteria. They are, in essence, a complete blueprint for how to achieve 
top marks. 

Yet a significant number of IB students never read their subject guides. They rely entirely on their 
textbooks, their teachers, and their revision notes, and in doing so they miss crucial information. 
They study topics that carry little weight and overlook areas of the syllabus that examiners 
frequently target. They walk into examinations unsure of what the marking scheme is actually 
looking for. 

Every IB student should download the current subject guide for each of their six subjects and study 
it carefully. Pay particular attention to the assessment objectives, the internal assessment criteria, 
the command terms glossary, and the sample responses. This information is freely available and 
represents the single most powerful revision tool at your disposal. 

Eclassopedia Tip: Highlight the command terms in each subject guide. Know the 
difference between 'describe', 'explain', 'analyse', 'evaluate', and 'discuss'. These 
terms carry specific expectations in IB marking, and using them incorrectly costs 
marks. 

Mistake 3: Poor Deadline Management for Internal Assessments 
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Internal assessments are worth between 20 and 30 percent of the total marks in most IB subjects, 
and in some subjects such as Visual Arts or Music, they carry even greater weight. Mismanaging IA 
deadlines is one of the single biggest causes of underperformance in the IB. 

The problem is almost always the same. Students underestimate how long the IA will take, delay 
starting until the last possible moment, and then submit rushed, underdeveloped work that falls far 
short of their actual capability. Worse, because IAs are submitted to teachers for feedback before 
final submission, students who miss internal school deadlines lose access to that feedback and the 
opportunity to revise. 

An effective approach to IAs is to treat each one as a major project with its own project plan. Break 
the IA into its component stages, set a personal deadline for each stage that is at least two weeks 
before the school deadline, and use the buffer time to incorporate your teacher's feedback properly. 
This approach transforms the IA from a source of panic into a genuine opportunity to bank marks 
before the examination season even begins. 

 

Section 2: Study Habits & Subject-Specific Mistakes 
Mistake 4: Studying Passively Instead of Actively 
Reading through notes, highlighting textbooks, and re-watching recorded lessons can feel like 
studying. In reality, they are some of the least effective study methods available to IB students. The 
brain consolidates information through active retrieval, application, and elaboration, not through 
passive exposure. 

IB examinations, particularly at Higher Level, test sophisticated skills. They ask students to analyse, 
evaluate, synthesise, and apply their knowledge to novel situations. These are not skills you can 
develop by re-reading a textbook chapter the night before an examination. They require deliberate 
practice through past papers, self-testing, structured note-making, and the construction of genuine 
understanding. 

Active study techniques that work particularly well in the IB include spaced repetition with flashcard 
systems for content-heavy subjects, past paper practice under timed examination conditions, writing 
practice essays from memory without notes, teaching concepts aloud as if explaining them to 
someone else, and creating concept maps that show the connections between different topics 
within and across subjects. 

Eclassopedia Tip: Dedicate at least 40 percent of your study time to past paper 
practice. Past papers are the most accurate simulation of the examination 
experience and reveal exactly where your knowledge and technique need 
development. 
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Mistake 5: Neglecting Higher Level Content Until It Is Too Late 
Students taking subjects at Higher Level often make the mistake of treating the additional Higher 
Level content as a secondary priority. They focus their energy on the core SL material, which 
appears in both SL and HL papers, and give only superficial attention to the HL-specific topics that 
appear exclusively in their HL examinations. 

This is a costly error. HL content typically carries a significant portion of the marks in Paper 3, which 
is often the paper where students can most clearly differentiate themselves from SL candidates. 
Moreover, HL content is frequently the most conceptually challenging material in the course, and 
leaving it until late in Year 2 means there is insufficient time to develop genuine understanding. 

Build HL content into your study plan from the beginning. When your teacher covers an HL 
extension topic, engage with it fully in the moment rather than planning to return to it later. Create 
separate summary notes for HL-only content and review them regularly alongside your core SL 
material. 

Mistake 6: Ignoring the Importance of Command Terms 
IB examinations use a precise vocabulary of command terms that carry specific meaning within the 
marking scheme. Words such as 'outline', 'explain', 'compare', 'contrast', 'discuss', 'evaluate', and 'to 
what extent' are not interchangeable. Each one signals a different type of response with a different 
structure and a different level of expected depth. 

Students who do not understand command terms frequently provide the wrong type of response for 
the mark available. A student asked to 'evaluate' who instead provides a detailed 'description' will 
not receive full marks no matter how accurate and comprehensive their description might be. 
Conversely, a student who provides a brief 'outline' in response to a question asking them to 
'discuss' will leave marks on the table unnecessarily. 

The IB publishes a glossary of command terms for each subject. Memorise the command terms 
relevant to each of your subjects. Practise writing responses that are specifically calibrated to each 
type of command term. When you encounter a command term in an examination, let it guide the 
structure and depth of your answer before you write a single word of content. 

 

Section 3: Internal Assessment Mistakes 
Mistake 7: Choosing an IA Topic Without Considering Feasibility 
The internal assessment is one of the most exciting aspects of the IB because it offers genuine 
academic freedom. In Biology, Chemistry, Physics, and Psychology, students design and carry out 
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their own investigations. In History and Economics, students select their own case studies and 
focus areas. In Language and Literature, students choose their own texts for analysis. This freedom 
is a privilege, but it comes with responsibility. 

Many students choose IA topics that are too broad, too vague, too ambitious in scope, or practically 
impossible to investigate within the constraints of a school laboratory or research environment. 
They choose topics they find personally interesting without evaluating whether those topics allow 
them to demonstrate the specific skills that the IA criteria are actually assessing. 

A strong IA topic is focused, specific, genuinely investigable within your available resources, and 
clearly connected to the syllabus. It should generate data or analysis that allows you to address the 
full range of assessment criteria. Before committing to any IA topic, map it explicitly against the 
marking criteria and ask yourself whether you can realistically achieve full marks in each criterion 
with your chosen focus. 

Eclassopedia Tip: Speak to your teacher early and often about your IA topic. Their 
guidance can save you weeks of wasted effort and help you identify a focus that 
plays to both your strengths and the requirements of the assessment criteria. 

Mistake 8: Ignoring IA Marking Criteria 
This mistake is closely related to the previous one but deserves its own discussion because it is so 
prevalent. Students often write their internal assessments as if they are simply producing a piece of 
academic work on a topic they find interesting. They focus on demonstrating their knowledge of the 
subject matter rather than explicitly addressing each criterion in the marking scheme. 

Every IB internal assessment is marked against a published set of criteria, and every criterion has 
descriptors that tell examiners and teachers exactly what a top-band response looks like. These 
criteria are not suggestions. They are the framework against which your entire IA will be evaluated. 

Before you begin writing your IA, read the marking criteria carefully and make a plan for how your IA 
will explicitly address every single criterion. During the writing process, keep the criteria open 
beside you. When you have completed a draft, go through it criterion by criterion and honestly 
assess where you are achieving top marks and where you are falling short. Revise until every 
criterion is fully addressed. 

Mistake 9: Failing to Demonstrate Personal Engagement 
Personal engagement is an explicit criterion in many IB internal assessments, and yet it is one of 
the most frequently neglected. Students submit technically competent IA work that reads as if it 
could have been written by anyone, on any topic, for any purpose. There is no authentic curiosity, 
no personal voice, no indication of why the student chose this particular question or what they 
personally found surprising, challenging, or meaningful about the investigation. 
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Personal engagement does not mean writing a diary entry or explaining your feelings at length. It 
means demonstrating genuine ownership of the inquiry. It means asking a question that you 
personally find puzzling or significant. It means going beyond the most obvious analysis to explore 
aspects of the data or argument that you find genuinely interesting. It means reflecting honestly on 
the limitations of your approach and what you would do differently. 

Think of personal engagement as the quality that distinguishes an IA written by a curious, thinking 
individual from one that could have been generated by a template. Bring your authentic intellectual 
perspective to your work, and let the reader sense that this investigation genuinely matters to you. 

 

Section 4: Theory of Knowledge & Extended Essay 
Mistakes 
Mistake 10: Treating TOK as an Afterthought 
Theory of Knowledge is one of the most distinctive and most misunderstood components of the IB 
Diploma Programme. It is a course in epistemology, the philosophical investigation of how we know 
what we know, and it is assessed through an externally marked essay and an internally assessed 
exhibition. Together, the TOK essay and exhibition can contribute up to three bonus points to a 
student's total diploma score when combined with the Extended Essay grade. 

Despite this, TOK is frequently treated by students as the least important subject, worthy of minimal 
effort and last-minute revision. This attitude leads to weak TOK essays that fail to engage 
authentically with knowledge questions, simplistic exhibitions that demonstrate superficial 
understanding, and missed opportunities to secure potentially decisive bonus points. 

TOK rewards genuine philosophical curiosity and careful, structured reasoning. The students who 
excel in TOK are those who engage with the course throughout Year 1 and Year 2, who read 
broadly and reflect regularly on how knowledge is constructed in different disciplines, and who 
approach their essay and exhibition as genuine intellectual projects rather than administrative 
requirements to be disposed of quickly. 

Eclassopedia Tip: The TOK essay title is released well in advance of the submission 
deadline. Use this time to develop multiple drafts, each one refining your central 
argument and deepening your engagement with the knowledge question. First drafts 
are almost never good TOK essays. 

Mistake 11: Starting the Extended Essay Too Late 
The Extended Essay is a 4,000-word independent research essay on a topic of the student's choice 
within one of the IB's approved subjects. It is externally marked and, together with the TOK grade, 
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contributes up to three bonus points to the diploma total. It is also the component that is most 
frequently submitted in a state that does not reflect the student's true academic potential. 

The overwhelming majority of Extended Essay problems can be traced to a single cause: starting 
too late. Students who leave the EE until the second half of Year 2 are working against both a hard 
deadline and a mounting workload from their other subjects, IAs, TOK, and examination 
preparation. They rush the research, compress the writing into a few intense weeks, and have 
insufficient time to read and respond to their supervisor's feedback. 

An effective EE timeline begins in the latter part of Year 1. By the start of Year 2, you should have a 
confirmed topic and research question, a substantial body of background reading completed, and 
an outline or first draft of your essay structure. This gives you the entire first semester of Year 2 to 
write, revise, and refine your essay before mock examinations consume your attention. 

The Extended Essay is also an opportunity. It is perhaps the only time in your pre-university 
education that you will have the freedom to conduct independent academic research on a topic of 
genuine personal interest, with access to an expert supervisor and the prestige of an internationally 
recognised framework. Students who embrace this opportunity rather than enduring it produce work 
they can be genuinely proud of. 

Mistake 12: Choosing the Wrong EE Subject or Research Question 
The Extended Essay research question is the most consequential single decision a student makes 
in the EE process. A strong research question is focused, debatable, investigable within the word 
limit, connected to the IB subject in which it is registered, and genuinely interesting to the student. A 
weak research question produces weak essays regardless of how much effort is invested. 

Common errors in EE research question selection include questions that are too broad to address 
meaningfully in 4,000 words, questions that are purely descriptive rather than analytical or 
evaluative, questions where the answer is already well-established and thus offer no opportunity for 
genuine inquiry, and questions that are interesting but impossible to investigate using sources 
available to a school student. 

Similarly, students sometimes register their EE in a subject they are not studying, believing it will be 
easier or more flexible. While this is technically permitted, it typically backfires because the student 
lacks the disciplinary framework and vocabulary of the subject, and may struggle to find appropriate 
supervision. Register your EE in a subject you know well and are genuinely passionate about. 

 

Section 5: Examination Technique Mistakes 
Mistake 13: Not Practising Under Timed Examination Conditions 
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Reading notes and reviewing past papers with unlimited time are valuable study activities, but they 
are not the same as practising under authentic examination conditions. IB examinations are 
time-pressured, and many students who have excellent content knowledge underperform because 
they have not practised managing their time within the constraints of the actual examination format. 

Each IB subject has a different examination structure with different paper lengths, question types, 
and time allocations. Science students must be comfortable switching between multiple-choice, 
short-answer, and extended-response questions within a single session. History students must write 
multiple essays under significant time pressure. Mathematics students must work efficiently and 
methodically through problems of varying complexity without the comfort of a safety net. 

Schedule regular timed mock examinations as part of your revision programme. Sit in exam 
conditions, time yourself accurately, and resist the temptation to look at your notes. After each 
mock, mark your own work against the mark scheme, identify your weakest areas, and target those 
areas specifically in subsequent revision sessions. This process of deliberate, targeted practice is 
the most reliable path to examination improvement. 

Eclassopedia Tip: In the final six weeks before examinations, complete at least one 
full past paper per week per subject under timed conditions. Review your responses 
critically and focus revision on areas where the mark scheme reveals gaps in your 
understanding or technique. 

Mistake 14: Poor Examination Structure and Presentation 
IB examiners mark hundreds or thousands of scripts. A well-structured, clearly presented response 
that directly addresses the question and demonstrates logical progression of argument is 
significantly more likely to receive high marks than a response that is disorganised, difficult to follow, 
or clearly written in a panic. 

Students frequently lose marks not because they lack knowledge but because they present their 
knowledge poorly. Common presentation errors include failing to answer every part of a multi-part 
question, writing responses that do not match the command term in the question, burying the most 
important analytical points in the middle of lengthy paragraphs, failing to use subject-specific 
terminology that signals competence to the examiner, and not leaving time to read back through 
responses to correct obvious errors. 

Before any IB examination, know exactly how many marks are available for each question, how 
many questions you are required to answer, and how you will allocate your time. In essay-based 
responses, plan before you write, even if that plan consists of only a brief outline. Begin each 
response by directly addressing the question so the examiner knows immediately that you 
understand what is being asked. Leave five minutes at the end of the examination to review your 
work. 
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Section 6: Wellbeing & Mindset Mistakes 
Mistake 15: Neglecting Mental Health and Personal Wellbeing 
The IB Diploma Programme is demanding, and the pressure students feel is real. Academic 
pressure, social expectations, family hopes, and the high stakes of university applications create a 
potent combination that can be genuinely overwhelming for young people who have not developed 
adequate coping strategies and support networks. 

One of the most common and most harmful mistakes IB students make is treating their own 
wellbeing as a luxury to be attended to once the IB is finished. They sacrifice sleep, skip exercise, 
withdraw from friendships, and abandon hobbies in the belief that every minute not spent studying 
is a minute wasted. In reality, chronic sleep deprivation, social isolation, and the absence of physical 
activity have been clearly demonstrated by research to impair exactly the kinds of cognitive 
functions that IB examinations demand. 

The Creativity, Activity, Service component of the IB is not an administrative inconvenience. It is a 
deliberate recognition by the IB that students who maintain meaningful engagement with activities 
beyond academics perform better academically than those who do not. CAS is also a genuine 
opportunity to develop skills, build relationships, and contribute to your community in ways that will 
enrich your university applications and your life. 

Students who succeed in the IB are not those who sacrifice everything. They are those who 
manage their time intelligently enough to perform at a high academic level while also maintaining 
the physical health, social connections, and personal interests that sustain their energy, resilience, 
and joy throughout a genuinely challenging two years. 

Eclassopedia Tip: Build non-negotiable recovery time into your weekly schedule. 
Physical exercise, adequate sleep, and regular social connection are not rewards for 
completing your work. They are prerequisites for doing your work well. 

 

Bonus Section: Common Academic Integrity Mistakes 
Academic integrity is fundamental to the IB Diploma Programme, and violations carry 
consequences that range from mark deductions to outright disqualification from the diploma. With 
the rise of AI writing tools and the internet availability of model answers, academic integrity 
violations have become both more tempting and more detectable. 

Students sometimes inadvertently commit academic integrity violations through inadequate citation 
of sources, failure to acknowledge collaborative assistance appropriately, or submission of work that 
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closely mirrors published model answers. Even where the intention is not to deceive, the IB's 
Academic Integrity Policy holds students to a strict standard of original work. 

•​ Always cite every source you use, including internet sources, in the format specified by your 
school. 

•​ Never copy or closely paraphrase published model answers, sample essays, or 
AI-generated text and submit them as your own work. 

•​ Understand the difference between legitimate collaboration and academic misconduct, and 
ensure your IA work is genuinely your own. 

•​ Familiarise yourself with your school's academic integrity policy and ask your teacher if you 
are ever unsure whether a particular form of assistance is permissible. 

 
The IB's reputation is built on academic integrity, and the diploma you earn will be respected 
internationally precisely because it represents authentic achievement. Protecting that authenticity is 
not only a requirement; it is a matter of personal and professional honour. 

 

Conclusion: Your IB Success Plan for 2026 
The IB Diploma Programme will challenge you in ways that feel uncomfortable, demanding, and 
occasionally overwhelming. That is precisely the point. The discomfort of the IB is the discomfort of 
genuine growth, and the students who engage with it honestly and persistently emerge from the two 
years with skills, resilience, and intellectual capacity that will serve them throughout their lives. 

The mistakes described in this guide are not inevitable. They are patterns that repeat year after 
year because students are not given clear, honest information about where the risks lie. Now that 
you have this information, you have the opportunity to approach your IB journey differently, more 
strategically, more sustainably, and more authentically. 

Eclassopedia exists to support you throughout this journey. Our platform offers comprehensive 
resources for every IB subject, guided IA and EE support, TOK essay coaching, and the kind of 
personalised, expert tuition that makes the difference between struggling and thriving in the IB. We 
have helped thousands of students around the world achieve their IB goals, and we are here to help 
you achieve yours. 

Your best IB result begins with the decisions you make today. 

We wish every IB student reading this guide the clarity, the courage, and the consistent effort that 
the IB truly deserves. You are capable of more than you know. The IB will prove it. 

 

The Eclassopedia Editorial Team 
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Quick Reference: The 15 Worst IB Mistakes at a Glance 
1.​ Treating the IB like a sprint rather than a sustained two-year marathon. 
2.​ Ignoring the IB subject guides and failing to study the assessment criteria. 
3.​ Poor deadline management, particularly for internal assessments. 
4.​ Relying on passive study methods instead of active retrieval and past paper practice. 
5.​ Neglecting Higher Level content until it is too late to develop genuine understanding. 
6.​ Misunderstanding or ignoring IB command terms in examinations and assessments. 
7.​ Choosing an IA topic without evaluating its feasibility against the assessment criteria. 
8.​ Writing the IA without explicitly addressing each criterion in the marking scheme. 
9.​ Failing to demonstrate personal engagement in the internal assessment. 
10.​Treating Theory of Knowledge as an afterthought rather than a genuine intellectual 

opportunity. 
11.​Starting the Extended Essay too late to produce work of genuine quality. 
12.​Selecting an EE research question that is too broad, too descriptive, or poorly investigable. 
13.​Failing to practise examination technique under authentic timed conditions. 
14.​Poor examination structure, presentation, and time management during actual papers. 
15.​Neglecting personal wellbeing and mental health during the IB programme. 

 

For IB tutoring, IA support, EE guidance, and more: 

Visit eclassopedia.com 
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