Chapter 1. 

Overview of the Diploma programme
Abstract

This chapter features a brief overview of the Diploma Programme curriculum and the way it is assessed. It establishes the terminology used freely in the rest of the book.

1. The IB Diploma curriculum: the Hexagon

The IB DP curriculum (offered in English, French, and Spanish) is displayed in the IBO’s trademark diagram, the hexagon, taken with permission from 

http://www.ibo.org/ibo/index.cfm/en/ibo/programmes/prg_dip/prg_dip_cv 
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figure 1.1 The IB Diploma Hexagon

1.1  Package constraints

All diploma students must complete the core programme (in the centre of the hexagon), and they must study 6 academic subjects –one subject from each corner of the hexagon (from each group). In somewhat greater detail, that means the following.

Of the 6 academic subjects, the IBO stipulates that at least 3 and no more than 4 must be taken at HL (Higher Level –240 teacher-student contact hours), and the rest at SL (Standard Level –150 contact hours). It is up to the student and the school advisers to determine which particular subjects are taken at HL. 

The 6 subjects must be chosen subject to the following constraints. 

First and second languages (group 1 and 2)

The group 1 language is a literature course in the student’s mother tongue or best language and is labeled A1. In Singapore for example, this could be English A1 or Malay A1 or Chinese A1. A1 courses can be class-taught or, in the case of minority languages, self-taught. 45 A1 languages are offered; but other languages can be made available upon timely request. 

Group 2 is a second or foreign language programme that can be taken at beginners platform (ab initio), intermediate platform (B), or fluent platform (A2, offered to bilingual students). Unlike A1, only the most common group 2 languages can be taken at all three levels e.g. Spanish ab initio, Spanish B or Spanish A2. Other languages, for instance Hindi, can only be taken as language B but are not available at ab initio or A2 level. Schools wishing to teach group 2 courses other than those automatically available must make a special request to the IBO. 

Both group 1and 2 languages can be taken at either HL or SL, except ab initio and self-taught A1 languages, which are only available at SL. Note further that the IBO does not impose English as a mandatory language (unless it happens to be the student’s first language). If this brief summary strikes the reader as somewhat bewildering, that is because it is so. The language chapters provide further details.

Individual and societies (group 3)

History, economics, and psychology enjoy great popularity; geography, business and management and information technology in a global society (SL only) are also widely taken, but also available are philosophy, anthropology and Islamic history.

Experimental science (group 4)

Usually biology, chemistry, or physics, but also available are design technology and environmental systems (SL only)

Mathematics (group 5)

Choice is between one HL course and two SL courses, one of which is fairly light, while the other is an introduction-to-calculus type course. The HL course is hard, covering more than a typical US college first year mathematics offering. 

Arts or free elective (group 6)
The arts subjects are visual arts, music, and theater arts. As free elective choice there are the group 5 subjects computer science and further mathematics (further mathematics is an SL course equivalent in content to a typical first semester university pure mathematics course, and has no equivalent in any national system). Usually however, students will use the free elective option to choose another social study or science subject to allow them a degree of specialization necessary for university.

Students are allowed to take a 7th subject, at the discretion of the school. 

1.2 A few details on the IB core programme

The heart and soul of the IB Diploma Programme is embodied in its three mandatory core components. 

Creativity, Action, Service (CAS)

Students must show sustained and active participation in CAS. Typically this amounts to half a day per week over the two-year course or 150 hours altogether, keeping in mind that CAS should not be approached as an hour counting exercise. The goal of CAS is that students learn about themselves, about others, and about the wider community by doing, and that they learn to reflect on the knowledge thus acquired.

Theory of Knowledge (TOK)

This is a philosophical course that considers the ways in which humans acquire knowledge as well as the typical weaknesses and strengths of each of these ways. Throughout, an awareness of the impact of culture on knowledge plays a key role. There is no equivalent of this course in any national education system, and the IBO prefers to see as many teachers as possible involved in the teaching of this inter-disciplinary course. 

Extended Essay (EE)

Students are required to write an extended essay of 4000 words, for which there is again no equivalent in most traditional high school programmes. The extended essay is a research piece in an area of the student's choice (e.g in mathematics, economics, or language) which will involve work outside the subject syllabus. University admission officers often scrutinize this aspect of a student’s work because the extended essay is typical of research work required at tertiary level.

1.3 School based subjects (SBS) and trans-disciplinary subjects (TDS)

Within the hexagon, we finally briefly mention the role of the school based subjects and the trans-disciplinary subjects, exciting courses which mark the future of the Diploma Programme.

School based Subjects (SBS) 

These are subjects developed by experienced IB schools in consultation with the IBO that typically meet a local need. About 20 such SBS’s currently exist. SBS’s are only offered at SL.

Trans-disciplinary subjects (TDS)

These are subjects that satisfy the requirements of two hexagon corners at the same time, with a view to foster cross-curricular understanding and to provide greater flexibility in package choice. These subjects are: Text and Performance (Group 1 and 6), Ecosystems and Societies (Group 3 and 4), and World Cultures (Group 3 and 6). They can only be taken at SL and only at selected pilot schools, though once the courses have been tested and validated they will be on offer to all schools.

2. The assessment

The IB Diploma subjects are examined through a mixture of continuous coursework and terminal examinations at the end of the two-year programme. The exams are in the first three weeks of May with a possible resit in November while for most Southern Hemisphere schools the order is reversed and November is their main session.

In each subject the student can gain a score of 1 (lowest) to 7 (highest). The maximum for the six subjects is thus 6 x 7 = 42 points. There are up to an extra 3 points –called bonus points– for both the TOK and extended essay together –but a student who fails both TOK and EE or who fails to satisfy the requirements of the CAS programme will not be awarded a diploma! 

So the maximum score in a diploma is 45 points (attained by about 0.2% of the world-wide cohort in May 2002). The minimum score needed to gain a diploma is 24 points (provided that all other requirements are fully satisfied). A good university will expect something like 28-36 points (about 4-6 points for each of the six subjects). Top universities might ask for 37-40 points.

Examination papers and syllabuses are written by teams of IB examiners and teachers comprising members from many continents and cultures. There is a five-year review cycle for all subjects with the aim to continually improve and update both. 

The IB diploma examination system is criterion-based, not norm-referenced. This means that there is no fixed percentage of each grade, but that grading is done against absolute standards (with some mark adjustments, if necessary). This inevitably leads to a different grade distribution every year and for every subject (see section 2.1 below), but the IBO has become better at evening out the excesses. Grade inflation has not happened in the IB diploma. Since this sets the Diploma Programme apart from many other examination systems, it is expected that the IBO is committed to keeping it that way.

All subjects in the hexagon, with the exception of the core, have a written examination, consisting of typically two or three papers. Students still finish their diploma within three weeks of intensive written examinations but these are limited to a maximum of five hours per Higher Level subject and three hours per Standard Level. In addition, every subject has a coursework component, which may be internally assessed (and externally moderated by the IBO), or internally supervised but externally assessed. The assessment percentage contributed by the coursework varies as illustrated in table 1.2.

	Group
	Coursework 

	Group 1: A1 languages
	30%

	Group 2: A2, B, ab initio languages
	30%

	Group 3: individuals and societies
	20-30%

	Group 4: experimental sciences
	24-36%

	Group 5: mathematics
	20%

	Group 6: arts
	30-50%

	TOK
	100%

	EE
	100%


Table 1.2: assessment weight of coursework

Oral and written communication is stressed, as is group work and analytical skills. The IBO strives to let students and schools take responsible ownership, and thus favours coursework as a way of assessment; it is held back from giving coursework greater weight by the entry requirements of many universities. 

The system of assessment is recognisable to anyone familiar with US or UK examination boards methods: there are standardisation, moderation, and grade award meetings. The whole assessment process is completed six weeks after the last examination is sat and results are given to students by a secure PIN number in the first week of July (or January for November candidates).

2.1 Statistical analysis of subject grade distributions
The table and graph below is a statistical analysis based on the leaflet of raw data the IBO somewhat mischievously calls the Statistical Bulletin. The table lists two important statistics. The average grade for each group indicates roughly how difficult the group is for the student. The standard deviation is a measure of the spread of the grades (i.e., the ability range of students) and thus roughly indicates how difficult the subject is for teachers to teach, especially for teachers who face the full ability range. The significant differences in these two numbers across the groups clearly demonstrate the absence of norm-referencing, and the graph below illustrates this visually. 

Using the statistical interpretations above, we see that science is somewhat tough on both student and teacher, arts grades the toughest of all, individuals and societies is the model citizen of the Diploma Programme, while languages are somewhat gentler on both student and teacher.

	May-02
	average
	s.d (spread)

	
	
	

	Overall
	4.8
	1.5

	Group 1: language 1
	5.0
	0.9

	Group 2: language 2
	5.3
	1.2

	Group 3: individuals and societies
	4.8
	1.4

	Group 4: science
	4.6
	1.8

	Group 5: mathematics
	4.7
	1.7

	Group 6: arts
	4.4
	1.7


Table 1.3: average grades and their standard deviations

[image: image2.wmf]
Figure 1.4: grade distribution per group, illustrating absence of norm-referencing
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		Apr-98				table shows percentage in each grade												total %		average		s.d (spread)

		Grade -->		1		2		3		4		5		6		7

		Total		0		3		11		25		31		22		8		100		4.8		1.5

		Group 1		0		0		4		28		39		23		7		101		5.0		0.9

		Group 2		0		1		5		16		35		31		12		100		5.3		1.2

		Group 3		0		2		12		28		31		19		8		100		4.8		1.4

		Group 4		0		5		18		27		23		18		8		99		4.6		1.8

		Group 5		0		5		13		24		28		21		8		99		4.7		1.7

		Group 6		1		7		14		30		28		16		5		101		4.4		1.7

		xf		0		6		33		100		155		132		56		482

				0		0		12		112		195		138		49		506

				0		2		15		64		175		186		84		526

				0		4		36		112		155		114		56		477

				0		10		54		108		115		108		56		451

				0		10		39		96		140		126		56		467

				1		14		42		120		140		96		35		448

		x-m		-3.8		-2.8		-1.8		-0.8		0.2		1.2		2.2

				-4.0		-3.0		-2.0		-1.0		-0.0		1.0		2.0

				-4.3		-3.3		-2.3		-1.3		-0.3		0.7		1.7

				-3.8		-2.8		-1.8		-0.8		0.2		1.2		2.2

				-3.6		-2.6		-1.6		-0.6		0.4		1.4		2.4

				-3.7		-2.7		-1.7		-0.7		0.3		1.3		2.3

				-3.4		-2.4		-1.4		-0.4		0.6		1.6		2.6

		f(x-m)^2		0.0		23.9		36.4		16.8		1.0		30.6		38.0		147

				0.0		0.0		16.2		28.6		0.0		22.5		27.7		95

				0.0		10.6		25.5		25.4		2.4		17.0		36.3		117

				0.0		15.3		37.6		16.6		1.6		28.7		39.8		140

				0.0		32.7		43.6		8.3		4.5		37.6		47.8		174

				0.0		36.9		38.3		12.3		2.2		34.6		41.7		166

				11.8		41.5		28.9		5.7		8.9		39.2		32.9		169
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