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The Diploma Programme: preparing students for success 
in higher education and to be active participants in a 
global society
What is an IB education?
The IB continuum of international education for students aged 3 to 
19 years old is unique because of its academic and personal rigour. 
We challenge students to excel in their studies and in their personal 
development. We aim to inspire a love of learning throughout life 
that is marked by enthusiasm and empathy. The IB aspires to help 
schools develop well-rounded students,  who respond to challenges 
with optimism and an open mind, are confident in their own 
identities, make ethical decisions, join with others in celebrating our 
common humanity and are prepared to apply what they learn in 
real-world, complex and unpredictable situations. 

 
Approaches to teaching and learning 
IB programmes are taught by teachers who explicitly help students 
learn how to develop the attitudes and skills they need for both 
academic and personal success.

Approaches to teaching 

There are six key pedagogical principles that underpin all IB 
programmes. Teaching in IB programmes is:

•	 based	on	inquiry 
•	 focused	on	conceptual understanding
•	 developed	in	local	and	global	contexts
•	 focused	on	effective	teamwork	and	collaboration
•	 differentiated to meet the needs of all learners

•	 informed	by	assessment (formative and summative).

Approaches to learning

This area covers essential skills that include skills of behaviour and 
emotional management, skills that allow the student to monitor 
their	own	effectiveness	in	their	learning	and	skills	that	allow	them	to	
process	information	effectively	(often	called	“study	skills”	in	a	school	
environment). Although these skills may be in use when developing 
a	certain	natural	ability	or	talent,	they	are	different	from	both	
ability and talent themselves because proficiency in any skill can be 
increased through the deliberate use of techniques and strategies, 
feedback and challenge. Skills are therefore highly teachable.

Teaching and learning in the Diploma Programme therefore 
incorporates the development of:

•	 thinking	skills
•	 communication	skills
•	 social	skills
•	 self-management	skills

•	 research	skills.

Although these are presented as distinct categories, there is some 
overlap and close connections between them. These categories 
should be seen as interrelated as well as linking closely with the 
attributes highlighted in the IB learner profile.

IB students work to become inquirers, knowledgeable, thinkers, 
communicators, principled, open-minded, caring, risk-takers, 
balanced and reflective. These attributes represent a broad range of 
human capacities and responsibilities that go beyond intellectual 
development and academic success.

What is the IB Diploma Programme (DP)?
The IB Diploma Programme (DP) is an academically challenging and 
balanced programme of education with final examinations that 
prepares students, aged 16 to 19, for success at university and in 
life beyond. It has been designed to address the intellectual, social, 
emotional and physical well-being of students. The programme has 
gained recognition and respect from the world’s leading universities.

The curriculum
DP students must choose one course from each of five subject 
groups delivering a breadth of knowledge and understanding 
in their best language, additional language(s), individuals and 
societies, the sciences and mathematics. Furthermore, students 
must also choose either an arts course from the arts group or a 
second course from one of the other subject groups. 

DP courses can be taken at higher level or standard level. At least 
three and not more than four are taken at higher level (240 teaching 
hours), while the remaining courses are taken at standard level 
(150 teaching hours). Students can study and take examinations in 
English, French or Spanish. 

Two courses are classified as interdisciplinary meaning that they 
satisfy the requirements of more than one subject group:

•	literature	and	performance	(group	1	and	group	6)

•	environmental	systems	and	societies	(group	3	and	group	4)

In addition to disciplinary and interdisciplinary study, the DP 
features three core elements that broaden students’ educational 
experience and challenge them to apply their knowledge and skills.

The Diploma Programme core
The extended essay asks students to engage in independent 
research through an in-depth study of a question relating to one of 
the DP subjects they are studying. The world studies extended essay 
option allows students to focus on a topic of global significance 
which they examine through the lens of at least two DP subjects.

Theory of knowledge (TOK) develops a coherent approach to 
learning that unifies the academic disciplines. In this course on 
critical thinking, students inquire into the nature of knowing and 
deepen their understanding of knowledge as a human construction.

Creativity, activity, service (CAS) emphasizes helping students 
to develop their own identities  , in accordance with the ethical 
principles embodied in the IB mission statement and the IB learner 
profile. CAS complements a challenging academic programme 
in a holistic way, providing opportunities for self-determination, 
collaboration, accomplishment and enjoyment. It involves students 
in a range of activities alongside their academic studies throughout 
the DP. The three strands of CAS are creativity (exploring and 
extending ideas leading to an original or interpretive product or 
performance), activity (physical exertion contributing to a healthy 
lifestyle) and service (collaborative and reciprocal engagement with 
the community in response to an authentic need). 



Diploma Programme subject groups
Studies in language and literature (Group 1)

 - Language	A:	literature—55	languages	offered

 - Language	A:	language	and	literature—16	languages	offered

 - Literature	and	performance	(also	group	6)—3	languages	offered

Language acquisition (Group 2)

 - Language	B—23	languages	offered

 - Language	ab	initio—12	languages	offered

 - Classical	languages	—2	languages	offered

Individuals and societies (Group 3)

 - Business management

 - Economics

 - Environmental systems and societies (also group 4)

 - Geography

 - History

 - Information technology in a global society

 - Philosophy

 - Psychology

 - Social and cultural anthropology

 - World religions (SL only)

Sciences (Group 4)

 - Biology
 - Chemistry
 - Computer science
 - Design technology
 - Environmental systems and societies (also group 3)
 - Physics
 - Sports, exercise and health science (SL only)

Mathematics (Group 5)

 - Further mathematics HL
 - Mathematical studies SL
 - Mathematics SL
 - Mathematics HL

The arts (Group 6)

 - Dance
 - Film
 - Literature and performance (also group 1)
 - Music
 - Theatre
 - Visual arts 

Diploma Programme courses online
Students can enrol in a range of authorized DP courses online 
offered	via	their	IB	World	School	through	Pamoja	Education	Ltd.



Assessment
Students take written examinations at the end of the programme 
which are marked by external IB examiners. Students also complete 
assessment tasks in the school which are either initially marked 
by teachers and then moderated by external moderators or sent 
directly to external examiners.

The marks awarded for each course range from 1 (lowest) to 7 
(highest). Students can also be awarded up to three additional 
points for their combined results on theory of knowledge and the 
extended essay. The diploma is awarded to students who gain at 
least 24 points, subject to certain minimum levels of performance 
across the whole programme and to satisfactory participation in the 
creativity, activity, service requirement. The highest total that a DP 
student can be awarded is 45 points. 

Assessment is criterion-related, which means student performance 
is measured against specified assessment criteria based on the 
aims and objectives of each subject’s curriculum, rather than the 
performance of other students taking the same examinations. The 
range of scores that students have attained remains statistically 
stable, and universities value the rigour and consistency of Diploma 
Programme assessment practice.

The IB Mission
The International Baccalaureate aims to develop inquiring, 
knowledgeable and caring young people who help to create 
a better and more peaceful world through intercultural 
understanding and respect.

To this end, the organization works with schools, governments and 
international organizations to develop challenging programmes of 
international education and rigorous assessment.

These programmes encourage students across the world to become 
active, compassionate and lifelong learners who understand that 
other	people,	with	their	differences,	can	also	be	right.

Quality assurance and professional 
development
Any	school,	or	group	of	schools,	wishing	to	offer	one	or	more	IB	
programmes must first be authorized as an IB World School. The 
requirements are the same for all schools, and the procedure is 
designed to ensure that schools are well prepared to implement 
the programme(s) successfully. All IB World Schools are required to 
participate in an ongoing process of review and development, using 
the same programme standards and practices. As part of its ongoing 
commitment to the development of a highly skilled global learning 
community, the IB provides a wide range of high-quality professional 
development opportunities to help new, experienced and expert 
school leaders and educators understand, support, and successfully 
deliver IB programmes reflecting IB standards and practices. 
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“The Diploma Programme has inspired me beyond my 
original talents, not only by demanding and encouraging 
more, but also by providing me with great opportunities 
to fuel my drive. It has been challenging work, but the 
results have been more than gratifying. My devoted 
teachers have given me the opportunity to grow and 
reach my potential”.

—Andrew Abrahamsen, DP music student at Dwight School,  
New York, USA.
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Learn more about the process of becoming an IB World School at www.ibo.org/become or email ibid@ibo.org.

•	 Become an IB student
•	 Teach at an IB World School
•	 Become an IB World School
•	 Volunteer or work for the IB

Support our mission and join the
IB community at
www.ibo.org

or contact your IB Global Office:
IB Africa, Europe, Middle East
IB Asia-Pacific
IB Americas

ibaem@ibo.org
ibap@ibo.org 
iba@ibo.org



What is the Diploma Programme? 

The Diploma Programme (DP) is a curriculum framework 
designed by the International Baccalaureate (IB) for students 
in the last two years of high school. 

IB students graduating with the IB diploma are able to study 
at universities all around the world, often with advanced 
credit. Students report that their involvement with the IB has 
given them the tools needed to succeed at college. In par-
ticular, students comment on their sense of preparedness, 
self-confidence, research skills and their ability to manage 
their time. Even more important, they have developed a 
sense of the world around them and their responsibility to it.

Diploma Programme students study six subjects (three 
at  standard level and three at higher level) over two years 
and complete three additional requirements: the theory of 
knowledge (TOK), the extended essay and at least 150 hours 
of CAS—creativity, activity and service tasks outside of the 
classroom. In addition to these requirements, students must 
earn a minimum of 24 points out of a possible 45 points on 
the final assessments which are externally marked and mod-
erated by the IB, in order to receive an IB diploma. 
 
Theory of knowledge (TOK)  
TOK is an interdisciplinary course designed to help students 
question and understand how they know what they know. 
Students study how individuals from various disciplines view 
the world in order to develop their own ways of thinking. 
By stimulating analysis of knowledge across disciplines, TOK 
seeks to help students make sense of school and the world.  
 

Creativity, activity, service (CAS)  
CAS is an experiential learning component of the DP. Students 
complete a wide variety of extracurricular, community service 
and athletic options to fulfill this requirement.

Extended essay 
The extended essay introduces students to the demands 
and rewards of independent work. Emphasis is placed on 
doing personal research and communicating ideas effective-
ly in order to write a 4,000-word essay in an area of personal 
interest.

How do colleges and universities view the 
Diploma Programme? 

The DP is internationally recognized as representing one of 
the highest standards in university preparatory education. 
More than 1,000 colleges and universities in North America 
have recognition policies on how they weigh it in admis-
sions, advanced standing, college credit and scholarships. 

A list of colleges and universities that grant credit, schol-
arships and/or advanced standing for DP diplomas and 
certificates is available at www.ibo.org.

PARENT PACK

Frequently asked questions about the Diploma Programme
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What kind of student is a good candidate for 
the DP?

The DP is a rigorous course of study for motivated students. 
That said, prior academic success is less an indicator of ability 
to earn the diploma than are a student’s determination to do 
his or her best, willingness to be organized in order to com-
plete the work while leading a full, balanced life, and a strong 
commitment to learning in and beyond the classroom. 

Do DP students have time for anything be-
yond academics?

Absolutely. Most successful Diploma Programme students 
lead very full lives. They are often members of athletic teams 
and involved in a wide range of activities.  Time management 
and organization are key skills the IB develops in students. 

Are IB programmes considered “gifted”  
programmes?  

The IB does not control how schools designate their Diploma 
Programme. In some instances, schools choose to designate 
the programme as selective enrolment via application or as a 
magnet programme. In other cases, the programme is open 
to any student. 
 

Do DP teachers receive special training?  

All DP teachers receive professional development in the IB’s 
approaches to teaching and approaches to learning from 
certified IB workshop leaders. This is a requirement for IB 
World Schools implementing the DP.   

Does implementing an IB programme mean 
my child’s school will not teach local or na-
tional standards such as the Common Core?    

The IB is committed to making sure that students in IB
programmes meet and exceed local or national standards. 

With the implementation of any IB programme, schools 
are required to examine their curriculum carefully to 

ensure that there is alignment with local, state 
or national standards. More information 

on the IB and the Common 
Core is available at 

www.ibo.org.

What’s the difference between the diploma 
and certificates?

Not all students choose to take the full course load leading 
to a diploma. Instead, some take a few DP courses in areas 
where they have a particular interest or strength, similar 
to honours and Advanced Placement classes. Certificates 
are awarded on a course-by-course basis to students who 
choose not to do the full programme. Students who satis-
factorily complete a DP course earn a certificate and may be 
eligible for university credit.  

How does the IB DP differ from other uni-
versity-preparatory programs such as Ad-
vanced Placement and Cambridge?  

The IB DP is a two-year comprehensive curriculum with a 
culminating set of externally graded final exams. IB, Advanced 
Placement (AP) and other college-preparatory curriculums like 
Cambridge are all university preparatory, academically rigor-
ous programmes. There are important differences, however, in 
the content and exams. The DP is a cohesive and comprehen-
sive programme, not a collection of individual courses as is the 
case with Advanced Placement. The most important distin-
guishing factor is the core of the Diploma Programme (CAS, 
TOK and extended essay). 

Can you give a specific example of how the 
DP prepared students for college?

A 2012 study by the Consortium for Chicago School Re-
search found that Diploma Programme students who 
graduated from 12 Chicago public schools were more likely 
to attend college, attend a selective college and persist in 
college for 2 years than a matched comparison group. Addi-
tional studies on programme impact are available at  
www.ibo.org/research  

How can I learn more about the IB and DP? 
• Visit the IB website at www.ibo.org
• Attend school meetings and events
• Speak with your school’s DP coordinator 
• Speak with your child’s DP classroom teachers.



As an International Baccalaureate (IB) student, you are dis-
tinctive and will bring a unique set of attributes to whatever 
university or college that you ultimately attend. The chal-
lenge is to how to bring those qualities, in addition to grades 
and standardized test scores, to the attention of admissions 
officers. Have you considered how best to describe your high 
school achievements in your university application? 

IB Diploma (DP) and Career-related Programme (CP) students:
•  know how to do independent research 
•  have a demonstrated foreign language skill 
•  contribute a global perspective to current events 
• have given back to their communities through  

volunteerism and community service 
•  study the language, history and arts of diverse cultures, 

and approach problems from multiple perspectives 
•  have above-average time management skills and are 

exceedingly well-prepared for the rigour of college-level 
coursework. 

Additionally, DP students take a year-long course to develop 
critical thinking, analysis, and explore ways of knowing  (theo-
ry of knowledge (TOK)), while CP students bring work-related 
experience and a career-specific set of skills to their university 
application or resume.

Five more ways to emphasize your IB 
strengths:

1.  Highlight your advanced writing skills:  Completing 
multiple essays comes easily to IB students given the em-
phasis the programme places on self-reflection and writ-
ten expression. IB students can capitalize further on this by 
using the interdisciplinary model of learning to respond to 
admissions questions from multiple perspectives.

2.  Consider universities that accept individual portfolios: 
Some universities allow students to submit individual port-
folios of work. The DP and CP programmes place emphasis 
on the development of a student’s abilities over time. IB 
students will have amassed a significant body of work in 
their personal portfolios and in the MYP personal project. 
Portfolio-based applications allow admission officers to 
understand how an IB student is reflective and critical in 
their work.

3.  Nail the interview: DP students give multiple presenta-
tions over their two-year course work. The confidence and 
experience they develop in these public speaking oppor-
tunities will translate into a big advantage when interview-
ing for university admission, internships and work. Don’t 
forget to mention your creativity, activity, service (CAS) 
project in addition to your academic credentials.

4.  Recommendation letters that pack a punch: The rec-
ommendation letter remains a pivotal component of the 
application package. When soliciting recommendation let-
ters that stand out, consider providing your teachers with 
an easy-to-reference profile of your high school history be-
yond academics.  Include your extended essay topic, your 
personal project topic, your CAS project, foreign language 
abilities, participation in any international programmes of 
study, extra-curricular activities and course workload.

5.  Show your global perspective:  IB students have a 
strong sense of their cultural identity, and respect the 
values and differences of other cultures. Trained to think 
globally and act locally, IB students are required to partic-
ipate in civic engagement through a community service 
project that ties into some aspect of their coursework.

How to make your IB credentials stand out in 
the university application processPARENT PACK
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DP students not only do well academically 
while in high school, but also go on to 
perform well at the university level.2

Alumni of the Diploma Programme attend 
top-ranking universities, studies �nd.1

Facts & Figures: 
The Diploma Programme
Around the World

million*

countries 

1.3
140+ 
*as of May 2015

DP graduates

DP students in the US who enrolled in post-secondary education immediately after high 
school enrolled in and graduated from four-year institutions at much higher rates than 
the national average.

enrollment at four-year institutions (public and private)

average graduation rate at four-year institutions (public and private)79%
of DP cohort

95%
of DP cohort

39% national cohort

60% national cohort

In a recent DP study at the University of 
Oregon’s Honors College,

sample size: 18 students

89%
of DP students 
recommended 
that other students 
participate in 
the DP.4 (p.5) 

79%
 of DP 

graduates in China 
attended universities in 
the US, UK, Hong Kong, 
Singapore and Canada.5



1. http://ibo.org/globalassets/publications/ib-research/dp/chinasummaryinenglishweb.pdf
 http://ibo.org/contentassets/d74675437b4f4ab38312702599a432f1/mexicodpresearchsummary_e.pdf 
 http://ibo.org/contentassets/d74675437b4f4ab38312702599a432f1/ibstudentsstudyingatukhighereducationinstitution
showdotheyfare2011.pdf 

2. http://ibo.org/globalassets/publications/ib-research/dp/dp-student-enrollment-outcomes-us-brief-en.pdf
3.  http://www.ibo.org/globalassets/publications/ib-research/dp/collegereadinesssummaryeng.pdf
4. http://ibo.org/globalassets/publications/ib-research/dp/chinasummaryinenglishweb.pdf
5. http://www.acs-schools.com/University-Admissions-O�cers-Report-2015
6. http://ibo.org/globalassets/publications/ib-research/continuum/longer-term-outcomes-summary-en.pdf
7. http://www.ibo.org/globalassets/publications/ib-research/dp/international-mindedness-summary-en.pdf

A recent study among 

DP schools in Australia, 

China and India found 

that international- 

mindedness can be 

categorized as a tool 

for individual gain, 

an orientation towards 

shared understanding 

and a way to push 

boundaries for change.

International-
mindedness means 

having the opportunity 
to have doors opened 

in other countries 
and widely renowned 

universities.7 
(DP student, p.38).

Learn more about the IB at ibo.org

DP alumni report the IB has profound, 
long-lasting e�ects on students’ lives. It 
helps them develop critical thinking, 
analytical and writing skills and a 
broader world view. In addition, they 
point out that they earned advanced 
credits for university.6

Developing 
workplace skills

 57% Diploma Programme

 9% Scottish Highers

 3% A Levels

Nurturing an
open mind

 71% Diploma Programme

 26% Scottish Highers

 15% A Levels

Developing global awareness
and connectivity

 80% Diploma Programme

 10% Scottish Highers

 6% A Levels

Developing 
self-management skills

 76% Diploma Programme

 30% Scottish Highers

 26% A Levels

Encouraging 
independent inquiry

 87% Diploma Programme

 47% Scottish Highers

 37% A Levels

            University admissions 

o�cials say the DP is the best 
quali�cation for developing 

students’ non-academic skills 

and preparing them for further 

education and careers.5



DP students report gaining useful 
skills and dispositions from 

the DP that are helpful in further 
education and the professional 

realm, such as writing skills, critical 
thinking skills, time-management 

and international-mindedness.1

DP graduates are more 
likely than A-level students 

to engage in further 
studies after successful 
completion of a higher 

education degree.2

TO LEARN MORE:
1Alignment between the DP and MoNEP in Turkey and the effects of these programmes on the 
achievement and development of university students; International Baccalaureate Diploma 
Programme: Examining college readiness; International Baccalaureate programmes: Longer-term 
outcomes.
2International Baccalaureate students studying at UK higher education institutions: How do they 
perform in comparison with A level students?.
3A study of the International Baccalaureate Diploma in China: Programme’s impact on student 
preparation for university studies abroad; International Baccalaureate students studying at UK 
higher education institutions: How do they perform in comparison with A level students?; The 
International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme in Mexico as Preparation for Higher Education.

4The Academic Impact of Enrollment in International Baccalaureate Diploma Programs: A Case 
Study of Chicago Public Schools; International Baccalaureate students studying at UK higher 
education institutions: How do they perform in comparison with A level students?; Working to My 
Potential: Experiences of CPS Students in the International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme.
5 The Academic Impact of Enrollment in International Baccalaureate Diploma Programs: A Case 
Study of Chicago Public Schools.
6“Key facts about the DP.”

DID YOU KNOW?

DP graduates said they 
adapted more easily to 
the work requirements  
at university than  
non-DP graduates.1

US DP students are 
20% more likely than 
other similar students to 
graduate from secondary 
school.5

Research has shown that 
the DP increases academic 
achievement and the 
probability of university 
enrollment.4

There are nearly  
3,000 schools in over  
143 countries currently 
offering the DP.6

In the UK, DP graduates 
often go on to careers in 

science and technology, 
health, social work, 

education, and  
public service. 2

What is the IB Diploma Programme (DP)?
The Diploma Programme (DP) is a two-year programme  
of study, for students aged 16-19, offered in over  
3,000 schools, across 143 countries.

DP students often attend 
top-ranked universities 

around the world.3
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*Based on IB research - www.ibo.org/research 

1

Research*shows that DP graduates are much 
more likely to be enrolled at top higher 

education institutions than entrants 

 It increases academic
opportunity

2

Through creativity, action, service (CAS) 
you learn outside the classroom and 
develop emotionally and ethically as 

well as intellectually.

IB students care 
about more than 

just results

3

For example, the extended essay 
requires independent research 

through an in-depth study.

 It encourages you to 
become a confident 

and independent 
learner

4

The DP is recognized globally 
by universities and employers.

It’s an 
international
qualification

6

Learn how to analyse and evaluate 
issues, generate ideas and consider 

new perspectives.

The IB 
encourages

critical thinking

7

Take good study habits and strong 
time management to further 

education and the working world.

DP students have 
proven time 

management skills

8
It assesses more 

than examination
techniques

Learn to understand, not just 
memorize facts or topics and 

prepare for exams. 

9

Theory of knowledge (TOK) classes 
encourage you to make connections 

between subjects.

Subjects are not 
taught in isolation

5

Language classes encourage an 
international mindset, key for 

increasingly globalized societies.

Graduates are 
globally minded 

10  
Reasons

10

You are able to choose courses from 
six subject groups and study 

 It encourages 
breadth and 

depth of learning

why the IB Diploma Programme (DP) is ideal 
preparation for university 
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