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What IB Students Regret

— And How to Avoid It —

A comprehensive guide for IB Diploma students, parents & educators

The International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme (IBDP) is widely regarded as one of the
most rigorous and respected pre-university qualifications in the world. Every year, hundreds of
thousands of students in over 160 countries sit IB exams, chase the coveted 45 points, and set
their sights on top universities from Oxford to MIT, from NUS to Sciences Po. But behind the
ambition lies a quieter, rarely-discussed truth: most IB students finish the two-year programme
with regrets — some small, some life-altering.

At Eclassopedia, we have worked with IB students, alumni, and educators across the globe for
years. We have heard the stories after the results come in — the "I wish | had known"
conversations that happen too late. This guide is our attempt to change that.

What follows is a thorough, honest, and actionable exploration of the most common regrets 1B
students carry — and exactly what you can do to avoid them. Whether you are a student just
beginning your IB journey, a parent supporting from the sidelines, or a teacher guiding the next
generation of global thinkers, this guide is for you.

1. Choosing the Wrong Subject Combination

Of all the regrets IB students carry into their university applications and beyond, subject
selection is the one that echoes the longest. The IB requires students to select six subjects —
three at Higher Level (HL) and three at Standard Level (SL). This decision, often made in a
matter of weeks, can shape the next two years in ways most 15- and 16-year-olds simply cannot
predict.

The Most Common Mistakes in Subject Selection
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Following friends: Choosing subjects because your best friend chose them is one of the most
common errors. Subjects at HL demand 240 teaching hours each — you will be spending an
enormous portion of your academic life in these classes.

Overestimating passion, underestimating workload: Students who adore history or literature
at GCSE level are often shocked by the depth demanded at IB HL. Loving a subject and thriving
in it at diploma level are not the same thing.

Ignoring university prerequisites: Many UK universities require HL Mathematics for
engineering, HL Biology and Chemistry for medicine, and specific HL subjects for competitive
programmes. Choosing SL versions of these without researching requirements can shut doors
you did not even know existed.

Choosing "easier" subjects: The IB community is full of folklore about which subjects are
"soft." However, university admissions officers and 1B examiners know the difference — and a
high score in a rigorous subject is worth more than a perfect score in a subject widely
considered undemanding.

Eclassopedia Advice: How to Choose Wisely
* Research university requirements before finalising your subject choices — not after.
* Speak to IB alumni in your desired field, not just current students.
* Request a trial week or sample lesson from your school before committing to HL options.

* Consider your essay writing stamina: subjects like History HL and Language A HL demand
extensive written analysis.

* Balance your group requirements strategically — a strong Sciences student should carefully
consider which Group 3 and Group 6 subjects will not drain limited study time.

The right subject combination is not the one that sounds impressive — it is the one that aligns
with your genuine abilities, your university aspirations, and your capacity to sustain two years of
demanding study. Get this right, and everything that follows becomes more manageable. Get it
wrong, and you may spend two years fighting uphill battles on multiple fronts.

2. Underestimating the Extended Essay

The Extended Essay (EE) is a 4,000-word independent research paper — a piece of work that,
on paper, sounds manageable. In practice, it is one of the most underestimated components of
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the entire IB Diploma. Students consistently report that they left the EE too late, chose a
research question they could not sustain, or misunderstood the depth of analysis required.

The EE is worth up to 3 bonus points in combination with Theory of Knowledge — points that
can make the difference between a 38 and a 41, or between achieving the diploma and not. And
yet, year after year, students treat it as an afterthought until it becomes a crisis.

Why Students Struggle with the Extended Essay
* Choosing a topic that is too broad, too narrow, or impossible to access primary research
for.

* Procrastinating on the initial stages — topic selection, research question refinement, and
outline — until Year 2 pressure makes it feel overwhelming.

» Failing to engage meaningfully with their supervisor, treating check-ins as formalities
rather than opportunities for genuine feedback.

» Confusing a descriptive essay with a research essay — the EE demands argument,
analysis, and original thinking, not a summary of existing knowledge.

» Underestimating the referencing and bibliography requirements, leading to academic
integrity concerns at the final stage.

The Eclassopedia EE Framework

Based on years of supporting students through the EE process, Eclassopedia recommends the
following approach:

Year 1 — Term 1 Explore broad subject interest; brainstorm 5-10 possible research questions.
Year 1 — Term 2 Settle on research question; begin source gathering and initial reading.

Year 1 — Term 3 Complete first draft; present to supervisor for detailed feedback.

Year 2 — Term 1 Revise substantially based on feedback; refine argument and structure.
Year 2 — Term 2 Final polish, bibliography, and reflections on planning and progress (RPPF).

The Extended Essay is not just a checkbox — it is a dress rehearsal for university-level
research. Students who take it seriously emerge with skills that serve them for life: how to
formulate a question, pursue evidence systematically, construct a sustained argument, and
defend a position with intellectual rigour. Students who treat it as an obligation to get through
often regret it — both in their final IB score and in the skills they arrive at university without.
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3. Neglecting Theory of Knowledge

Theory of Knowledge (TOK) is, for many IB students, the most confusing, most frustrating, and

most underestimated component of the diploma. It is unlike anything else in the IB — there are

no right answers, no formula to memorise, no clear path from question to mark. And precisely

because of this open-endedness, students often disengage early and pay a heavy price later.

TOK is worth up to 3 bonus points alongside the Extended Essay. Students who score A or B in

both EE and TOK earn 3 additional points on top of their 42-subject maximum — a gift that can

transform a borderline result into a strong diploma.

Common TOK Mistakes

Treating TOK as a philosophy class to "get through" rather than a genuine intellectual
challenge.

Writing the TOK essay in the same structured, evidence-heavy way as History or Biology
essays — missing the reflective, exploratory nature the IB is looking for.

Preparing the TOK Exhibition at the last minute, without understanding how to link the
objects to the core theme meaningfully.

Confusing TOK with personal opinion — the course demands awareness of knowledge
claims, not just your own views.

Failing to connect real-life situations (RLS) effectively to the central knowledge
questions.

How to Excel in TOK

The students who thrive in TOK are the ones who approach it with curiosity rather than dread.
Here is what they do differently:

They read broadly — not just textbooks, but newspapers, podcasts, essays, and articles
from multiple disciplines.

They keep a TOK journal: a running log of moments in other subjects where they notice
knowledge questions arising. A contradiction in History, an ethical dilemma in Biology, a
contested mathematical proof.

They treat the TOK essay as an exercise in genuine intellectual humility —
acknowledging uncertainty rather than pretending to resolve it.

They choose their Exhibition objects with personal meaning and clear conceptual
relevance, not just convenience.

They work with their TOK teacher throughout the year, not just in the final weeks before
the deadline.

TOK is the IB's attempt to teach students how to think — not what to think. It is preparation for a
world in which the questions are harder than the answers. Students who embrace it often
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describe it as one of the most intellectually formative experiences of their education. Students
who neglect it often find themselves scrambling for bonus points they cannot recover.

4. Poor Time Management Across Two Years

The IB Diploma Programme spans two full years. This feels like a long time when you begin —
and shockingly short by the time you approach the May examination session. The most
universal regret expressed by IB alumni is not academic: it is temporal. They wish they had
managed their time better.

The IB is not simply an exam programme — it is a portfolio programme that demands consistent
output across coursework, internal assessments, the Extended Essay, TOK, and CAS, all while
preparing for six external examinations. Students who approach it like a final-year sprint
consistently underperform. Students who approach it like a marathon consistently succeed.

The Cascade Effect of Poor Time Management

When one deadline slips in the IB, it rarely stays contained. A delayed EE draft pushes into
November mock revision. Mock underperformance undermines predicted grades. Low predicted
grades weaken university applications. Meanwhile, Internal Assessments in multiple subjects
pile up, CAS requirements remain unfulfilled, and by the final semester, students are attempting
to do three months of work in three weeks. This cascade is entirely avoidable — but only if you
understand it is coming.

Eclassopedia Time Management Principles for IB Students
* Treat IB deadlines as immovable — build your personal schedule around them, not around
them being flexible.

* Use a semester overview chart at the start of each term showing all IA deadlines, EE
milestones, TOK requirements, and exam dates.

* |dentify your two or three most demanding subjects and block dedicated, uninterrupted time
for them weekly — not just when deadlines approach.

* Schedule weekly review sessions for each subject, not just pre-exam cramming.

* Build buffer weeks into every major deliverable — assume something will go wrong, and plan
for it.

* Protect sleep. Sleep-deprived IB students consistently underperform in both coursework and
exams. Eight hours is not a luxury — it is a cognitive necessity.

* Use the Pomodoro method or similar structured techniques for long study sessions to
maintain concentration quality.
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The IB is designed to reward consistent, sustained effort over time. Students who work steadily
— even imperfectly — across two years almost always outperform students who rely on intense
bursts of last-minute effort. Discipline is not glamorous, but it is the single most reliable predictor
of IB success.

5. Ignoring Internal Assessments Until It's Too Late

Internal Assessments (IAs) are subject-specific pieces of coursework that are marked by your
teacher and then moderated by the IB. Depending on your subjects, IAs might be laboratory
reports, oral commentary recordings, mathematical investigations, historical investigations, or
business analyses. In most subjects, the IA contributes 20—-25% of your final grade.

Students routinely underestimate how much IAs matter — and how much time they require. By
the time many students realise the IA they submitted in a rush is dragging their predicted grades
down, the opportunity to revise has already passed.

Subject-by-Subject IA Insights

» Chemistry, Biology, Physics HL/SL: The Scientific Investigation requires a genuinely
personal research question, sophisticated data analysis, and critical evaluation. Generic
experiments copied from textbooks score poorly. Choose an investigation that you find
genuinely interesting and that offers real variables to manipulate.

* Mathematics: Analysis & Approaches and Applications & Interpretation: The
Mathematical Exploration should demonstrate personal engagement and mathematical
depth. Avoid topics that are too simple (currency exchange rates, the Fibonacci
sequence in nature) or too complex to analyse with HL-level mathematics. Aim for the
sweet spot.

» History HL/SL: The Historical Investigation must be based on primary source analysis
and move beyond description into genuine historiographical argument. Students who
submit what is essentially a research essay rather than a historical investigation
consistently lose marks.

* English A Literature and Language & Literature: The individual oral requires careful
textual selection and the ability to connect literary techniques to the global issue being
explored. Preparation should involve practice orals and genuine feedback — not a
rehearsed monologue.

» Economics HL/SL: Three commentaries over two years means there is no single final
chance to get it right — but students must ensure all three cover different sections of the
syllabus and demonstrate genuine economic analysis rather than description of events.

Start your IAs earlier than you think you need to. Submit drafts to your teacher. Ask for feedback
multiple times. Understand the marking criteria for your specific IA in your specific subject — the
IB's subject guides are publicly available and the marking rubrics are explicit. Students who read
the rubric before they start consistently produce better work than students who discover it after.
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6. Treating CAS as a Tick-Box Exercise

Creativity, Activity, Service — CAS is the component of the IB Diploma that students most
frequently dismiss as box-ticking and most frequently regret not taking seriously. CAS requires
students to engage in 18 months of genuine experiential learning across three strands,
documented through reflective journals and evidence of growth.

The irony is that CAS, more than any other component of the IB, is the part that universities and
employers remember. A student who used their CAS project to launch a community literacy
programme, start a school debate club, or train for and complete a half-marathon has stories to
tell. A student who logged their existing hobbies and called it done has nothing that
distinguishes them.

What Genuine CAS Looks Like

The IB is clear that CAS should involve challenge, personal growth, and reflection. It is not
enough to do something you have always done — CAS requires you to stretch beyond your
comfort zone. Here are examples of meaningful CAS engagement:

» Creativity: Composing and performing original music for a community event; learning a
new artistic medium; writing and producing a short film; designing graphics for a local
charity.

» Activity: Training for a sport you have never played; taking up rock climbing, swimming,
or martial arts; joining a dance ensemble; completing a long-distance cycling or hiking
challenge.

» Service: Teaching English to refugees; tutoring underprivileged students; organising food
drives; fundraising for a cause linked to your TOK or EE themes.

CAS Project: The IB's Hidden Opportunity

* The CAS project — a collaborative, sustained activity — is an opportunity to build leadership
experience, community impact, and personal resilience that universities genuinely value.

* Design your project around a genuine problem in your community. Document your planning,
execution, and reflection with care.

* The learning outcomes you demonstrate in CAS (particularly strength and growth, challenge
and skills, collaborative working, and ethical responsibility) feed directly into the kind of
student profile that top universities seek.

* Students who treat CAS seriously often report that their CAS experiences became the most
meaningful stories they told in university personal statements and interviews.
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Do not waste CAS. It is the IB's invitation to become a more complete human being — not just a
more impressive academic. The students who regret their CAS years are not the ones who tried
something and failed at it. They are the ones who never tried anything at all.

7. Not Understanding the Marking Criteria

One of the most preventable sources of lost marks in the IB is simple: students do not read the
marking criteria carefully enough. The IB publishes detailed markschemes, subject reports, and
examiner feedback — all of which are available through your school — and yet the majority of
students rely on intuition, habit, or teacher instruction alone rather than engaging directly with
what the examiners are looking for.

This is a costly mistake. IB marking is systematic and criterion-referenced. Each answer is
evaluated against a set of descriptors. An answer that demonstrates knowledge but fails to
apply it, or applies it but fails to evaluate, will consistently score below its potential — not
because the student lacks understanding, but because they are not giving the examiner what
the rubric asks for.

Key Assessment Terms Every IB Student Must Know

Define Give the precise meaning of a term. No analysis required.

Describe Give an account of the key features. No judgement required.

Explain Make an idea, situation, or relationship clear by giving reasons or evidence.

Analyse Break down concepts in order to reach a conclusion. Show understanding of
relationships between parts.

Evaluate Make an appraisal by weighing up strengths and limitations, and reach a
conclusion.

Discuss Offer a considered and balanced review that includes a range of arguments,

factors, or hypotheses. Opinions or conclusions should be presented clearly.

To what extent Consider the merits or otherwise of an argument or concept. Opinions and
conclusions should be presented clearly and supported with evidence.

Students who consistently achieve 6s and 7s are not necessarily the most naturally gifted —
they are the students who have learned to answer the question that is being asked, not the
question they wished had been asked. Train yourself to identify the command term in every
question, every time, and structure your answer to address it explicitly.
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8. Isolation and Burnout

The IB is demanding. That is not a failure of the programme — it is by design. The diploma is
intended to stretch students to the edge of their capacity and, in doing so, develop resilience,
intellectual depth, and the ability to manage complexity. But there is a difference between
productive challenge and unsustainable pressure — and too many IB students cross that line
without recognising it or asking for help.

Burnout in IB students manifests in different ways: persistent fatigue that sleep does not fix, loss
of motivation in subjects once loved, increasing cynicism, difficulty concentrating, withdrawal
from friends and family, and a growing sense that nothing they do is good enough. These are
warning signs, not character flaws.

The Social Withdrawal Trap

A common pattern among struggling IB students is progressive isolation. As pressure mounts,
social activities feel like an indulgence. Students begin cancelling plans, withdrawing from
peers, and spending increasing hours alone with their work — often unproductively, because
exhaustion and anxiety are poor conditions for learning.

This isolation is counterproductive in multiple ways. Peer study groups — done well — are
among the most effective learning tools available. Social connection is essential for mental
health. And the friendships made during IB, the shared experience of navigating an extremely
demanding two years, often become some of the most enduring of a student's life.

Warning Signs of IB Burnout — And What to Do
* If you notice persistent sleep problems, loss of appetite, or inability to concentrate, speak to a
trusted adult immediately — teacher, counsellor, or parent.

* Schedule non-academic activities as seriously as study sessions. A run, a hobby, a meal with
friends — these are not distractions from your IB; they are what make the IB sustainable.

* Talk to your IB Coordinator if deadlines are becoming genuinely unmanageable. Extensions
exist for a reason — but only if you ask before, not after, a crisis.

*  Study with classmates. Teaching concepts to peers consolidates your own understanding
and reduces the loneliness of independent study.

* Remember that a 38 earned while protecting your mental health is more valuable than a 42
earned by destroying it. Universities want resilient, whole people — not exhausted, fragile
grade-optimisers.

Eclassopedia consistently tells students: the IB will test you. But the test is not just academic. It
is also a test of whether you can look after yourself under pressure, ask for help when you need
it, and maintain perspective about what matters. Students who learn these lessons during IB
carry them for life. Students who never learn them pay the price in university and beyond.

www.eclassopedia.comPage 9



Eclassopedia | IB Excellence Series 2026

9. University Applications: Too Late, Too Narrow, Too
Uninformed

The IB calendar and the university application calendar overlap in ways that create enormous
pressure in Year 2. UK UCAS applications are due in January of Year 2 (with Oxbridge and
medicine deadlines in October of Year 2 — effectively, the start of your final year). US Common
App deadlines fall in November and January. Students applying to universities in multiple
countries face multiple simultaneous systems with different requirements, essay prompts, and
deadlines.

Students who begin researching universities seriously in Year 2 are already behind. The
university search should begin in Year 1 — not obsessively, but deliberately. Understanding
what universities require, what your predicted grades need to look like, and what your personal
statement or essays need to convey takes time that simply does not exist once final
examinations are approaching.

Common University Application Regrets
» Applying only to safety or reach schools with no serious mid-range options — the classic
imbalanced list.

* Underestimating the importance of the personal statement (UK) or supplemental essays
(US). These are not formalities — for competitive universities, they are the deciding
factor between otherwise identical candidates.

* Not seeking guidance on which IB scores are genuinely competitive for specific
programmes. A 38 is excellent — but may be below the typical offer for Oxbridge or top
US programmes in competitive subjects.

« Failing to research financial aid, scholarship availability, and the true cost of universities
in different countries.

* Ignoring universities outside the most famous names. The world is full of excellent
universities that fit specific interests and learning styles better than famous institutions
that may be poor matches.

At Eclassopedia, our university guidance programmes begin in Year 1 of the IB — not because
students should be stressed about applications from day one, but because informed early
awareness produces better outcomes. Know your options. Understand what is realistic. Build
your application over time rather than constructing it in a panic.

10. Not Seeking Help When Needed
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Perhaps the most poignant regret expressed by IB alumni — the one that carries the most
weight in retrospect — is simple: they wish they had asked for help sooner.

The IB culture, at its worst, can create an environment where struggling is seen as weakness,
where asking for help feels like admitting defeat, and where students compete in the theatre of
appearing fine even when they are not. This is damaging, and it is wrong. Seeking help is not a
sign of inadequacy — it is a sign of intelligence, self-awareness, and strategic thinking.

Forms of Help IB Students Underuse

» Teacher office hours and one-to-one sessions: Most IB teachers are deeply committed to
their students and genuinely want to support them — but they cannot help students who
do not approach them.

» School counsellors and pastoral support: Both academic and emotional support services
exist in IB schools for a reason. They are not reserved for students in crisis — they are
for any student who needs guidance.

» Peer study and tutoring: Working with classmates who understand material you do not,
or teaching material you do to classmates who do not, are both proven learning
strategies.

* Professional IB tutoring: Specialist IB tutors — like those available through Eclassopedia
— provide targeted, subject-specific support that can turn a struggling 4 into a solid 6, or
refine an EE from a B to an A.

* Online resources and examiner reports: The IB publishes examiner reports after each
examination session. These documents tell you, in specific terms, exactly where
students lost marks the previous year. Reading them is one of the most effective free
revision tools available.

73% 2.4x 91%

of IB students say they wished more likely to achieve 7 with of alumni rate 1B as worthwhile
they sought help sooner regular tutoring support despite the challenge

At Eclassopedia, we have seen students transform their IB trajectories in the final six months of
the programme — but only when they sought support in time. The students who leave the 1B
with the deepest regrets are not those who tried and fell short. They are those who struggled
silently and alone, convinced that asking for help would make things worse, when in reality it
was the only thing that could have made them better.

Conclusion: The IB Is Worth It — If You Approach It
Wisely
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The International Baccalaureate Diploma is hard. It is meant to be. It asks more of students than
most pre-university programmes because it is trying to produce something more:
globally-minded, critically-thinking, resilient young people who are genuinely prepared for the
rigours of higher education and adult life.

The regrets outlined in this guide are common — but none of them are inevitable. Every one of
them is avoidable with early awareness, deliberate planning, genuine engagement, and the
willingness to ask for help. The IB rewards students who treat it not as a series of obstacles to
overcome, but as a genuine invitation to grow.

At Eclassopedia, our mission is to ensure that every IB student we work with arrives at their final
examinations having made the most of every opportunity the programme offers — and having
avoided, as far as possible, the regrets that haunt so many alumni after it is too late to change
anything.

You are not alone in this. You do not have to navigate the IB in isolation. Whether you need
subject-specific tutoring, EE guidance, TOK support, university application coaching, or simply
someone who understands the demands of the diploma and can help you manage them —
Eclassopedia is here.

Ready to Make the Most of Your IB Journey?

Join thousands of IB students worldwide who trust Eclassopedia for expert guidance,

personalised tutoring, and proven strategies for IB success.
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