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Foreword

“Education administrators hail ‘excellent news’” 1. Published in July 2014, this news item  
says it all; a greater proportion of our young adults are undertaking higher education than  
ever before, and students from across the world are choosing to study in the UK in particular: 
“Applications from England, Scotland and Wales have risen by 3%, 2% and 3% respectively  
but remained static in Northern Ireland. Applications from other EU students are up 5%, 
while those from outside the EU have risen by 6%.” 1 

Winning a place at the university of your choice can be fiercely competitive. People want  
to know they are making the best possible preparation for this important, often  
life-defining, opportunity.

This is why we commission our research among university admissions officers, now in its 
ninth year, to help inform and guide our current and prospective students and parents. 

Because the emotional and capital investment in education has never been higher, the 
subject of education is never out of the news, and equally, governments never seem to cease 
looking for change and improvement. While change can be a good thing, many question 
whether change driven by politics rather than pedagogy is good for our schools and children.

Choosing a school is just as important as choosing the right university and this research has 
a particular focus on reviewing pre-university exams, and how university admissions officers 
rate them as a preparation for university, to help underpin decisions about which school and 
exam system is best for you.

We educate over 3,600 students and have four campuses, three in the UK and one in Doha, 
Qatar. Each year we support around 290 students as they graduate to the next stage in their 
lives, with the majority going on to higher education in the UK and the USA. Offering the 
latest advice and guidance is an important part of our educational provision for them, and  
I am pleased to share some of that information with you here, in our 2014 University 
Admissions Officers Survey.

Fergus Rose
Head of Marketing and Admissions, ACS International Schools

1 Source: http://www.theguardian.com/education/2014/jul/10/university-applications-up-4-per-cent
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Trends in university applications

•	 49% of British admissions officers saw higher than expected admissions numbers for  
 October 2014 entry.

•	 31% expect application numbers to increase from now on.

•	 16% of British universities occasionally make unconditional offers and 5% have plans to  
 make more unconditional offers in future.

Applying to university

•	 The top three qualities which British university admissions officers look for in student  
 applications, in addition to exam qualifications, are as follows:
 – 98% look for ‘evidence of a passion for your choice course subject’
 – 95% look for ‘evidence of a positive attitude towards study’
 – 94% look for ‘good written English’.

•	 The top three qualities which American university admissions officers look for in student  
 applications, in addition to exam qualifications are as follows:
 – 90% look for ‘good written English’
 – 80% look for ‘a reasonable grasp of Maths’
 – 60% look for ‘evidence of an ability to think and work independently.

•	 The importance of Maths skills to British university admissions officers has increased to  
 72% this year from 44% last year.

•	 74% of American university admissions officers offer exemptions from courses or years of  
 study to students who possess an IB Diploma.

Comparing different exam systems

•	 The IB Diploma is rated more highly than A Levels in developing ten out of 11 different  
 possible attributes among students. 

•	 The IB Diploma is rated more highly than the Advanced Placement (AP) in nine out of 11  
 different possible attributes among students, and equal to the AP for developing two  
 other skills.

•	 In the UK, 43% of admissions officers rate the IB Diploma, A Levels and Scottish Highers  
 equally for preparing students to thrive at university, while 29% rate the IB Diploma best;  
 8% A Levels and none the Scottish Highers.

•	 In the USA, 32% of admissions officers rate the IB Diploma, the AP and the High School  
 Diploma equally for preparing students to thrive at university while 37% rate the IB  
 Diploma best; 5% A Levels and 5% the High School Diploma.

Summary of Results



The International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme (IBDP)

•	 45% of admissions officers in the UK and 47% in the USA have seen an increase in the  
 number of applicants offering the IB Diploma.

•	 Almost 4% of all applicants to British universities and 10% to American universities now  
 offer the IB Diploma.

•	 In the UK, the worldwide average IB Diploma score of 29 points is considered equal to 3  
 grade B scores in the A Level system.

•	 Maths and a language are a compulsory part of study within the IB Diploma; the ‘lowest’  
 level required being Maths Studies. 35% of admissions officers from the UK think it would  
 benefit all young people in the long run (regardless of which exam system they follow) to  
 study Maths while in education from the age of 17-18 and a further 33% think it would  
 benefit universities if more students had a better grasp of Maths.

•	 16% of British admissions officers think it would be good for UK universities if A Levels  
 were revised to base them more closely on the IB Diploma.

•	 The BTEC qualification (which is a core part of the new IB Careers-related Certificate  
 (IBCC)) is seen by 71% of British university admissions officers as a sign of someone who  
 has a good blend of practical and academic skills.

 

ACS International Schools

6
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In January 2014, UCAS, the central admissions body which processes all applications to UK 
universities, issued the following statement, “Application rates for 18 year olds for each UK 
country are at, or very near, the highest levels recorded. Application rates for English 18 year 
olds have increased by 1.4 percentage points to 35 per cent in 2014 making English 18 year 
olds four per cent more likely to apply to higher education than last year and more likely 
than in any previous cycle.”2

This positive situation is reflected in the results to our first question, described below.

1. Have application numbers for September or October 2014 entry – this year – at your  
 university been higher, lower or the same as you expected?

 

Nearly half, 49 per cent, of universities admissions officers reported receiving higher than 
expected numbers of applications this year. This shows a substantial increase from last year’s 
figures where only 32 per cent reported better than expected numbers. 
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2 Source: http://www.ucas.com/news-events/news/2014/uk-application-rates-country-region-sex-age-and- 
background-2014-cycle-january

Trends in university applications

ib report - q1

100%

l	Not stated: 1%Don’t know/couldn’t say: 1%  l

l	Higher than expected: 49%

Lower than expected: 10%  l

As expected: 39%  l

UK

Application rates 
for 18 year olds for 
each UK country 
are at, or very near, 
the highest levels 
recorded.”2

“



2. Do you expect total student application numbers for your university to stay at the  
 current level or increase or decrease for 2015 entry?

 

UK admissions officers are fairly upbeat about prospects for next year too, with just over 
half, 54 per cent, expecting application numbers to remain at current levels and almost a 
third, 31 per cent, expecting application numbers to increase from now on. 

Since we first began surveying American admissions officers five years ago in 2009, there  
has been a consistent pattern that they are more positive in their outlook than their UK 
counterparts. This pattern has been repeated again this year as North American admissions 
officers are significantly more positive about future prospects compared to British 
admissions officers, with twice as many, 64 per cent from the USA and 31 per cent from  
the UK, expecting application numbers to increase from now on. 
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100%

Don’t know/couldn’t say: 9%  l

l	Increase from now on: 31%

Decrease from now on: 6%  l

UK

Stay the same, at
this current level: 54%  l

100%

Don’t know: 5%  l

l	Increase from now on: 64%Decrease from now on: 5%  l

USA

Stay the same, at
this current level: 26%  l
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3a. Has your university seen an increase in the number of British undergraduate  
 applications this year? (USA only)

USA % of respondents

Yes 11

No 63

Don’t know 26

With the introduction of tuition fees costing English students £9000 per year, it was thought 
more students may choose to study elsewhere in the world to decrease the costs involved. 
The answers to the above question, which was asked only of American admissions officers, 
would suggest that we are starting to see more British students undertaking their university 
education in the States.

Following up this question by asking where these British applicants are coming from, the 
answers below suggest they are from a variety of different situations, including a good 
proportion encouraged by charitable trusts or schemes. This could include the Sutton Trust 
which has been actively supporting applicants to the USA in the past few years.

3b. From which, if any, of these backgrounds would you say these British students  
 are coming? (USA only)

USA % of respondents

From families with an existing connection to the USA 50

Less affluent families encouraged by charitable trusts  
or schemes

50

More affluent family backgrounds 50

Families where the children follow an international  
education programme

50

It varies, there are no clear patterns 100

Another shared background 50

From our own experience at ACS International Schools, we are seeing a slight increase in the 
proportion of our students who are opting to undertake their higher education in the States. 

With students from 70 different nationalities in our three UK schools, and around 290 
graduating each year, we expect our students to attend university in many different parts  
of the world; the UK however remains the most popular higher education destination, with 
the States coming in second, and this year students have also achieved places at universities 
in Canada, Japan and the Netherlands.

From our own 
experience at  
ACS International 
Schools, we are 
seeing a slight 
increase in the 
proportion of  
our students  
who are opting  
to undertake their 
higher education  
in the States.
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In the States it is common practice for universities to make unconditional offers, based on 
student transcripts, past exam results or interview performance before the applicants have 
completed their pre-university exams. 

4a. How often, if at all, does your university make unconditional offers to applicants,  
 before they have completed their final school exams? (UK only)

We asked the above question only of our UK sample of admissions officers. Just over half,  
55 per cent, replied that they never offer unconditional offers to prospective students. 

As some universities operate their own entry exams it should be expected that a fairly high 
proportion, 16 per cent, say they occasionally make unconditional offers; three per cent 
make them ‘often’ and just over a quarter, 26 per cent, say that they ‘only rarely’ make 
unconditional offers. 

UK

ACS International Schools

100%

Often: 3%  l

Never: 55%  l

l	Occasionally: 16%

l	Rarely: 26%
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4b. Does your university have any plans to make more unconditional offers in future,  
 moving towards the American system? (UK only)

Around two thirds, 65 per cent, say they have no plans to make more unconditional offers, 
30 per cent say they ‘don’t know’ and only five per cent have ruled it out entirely. 

100%

Yes: 5%  l

l	No: 65%

Don’t know: 30%  l

UK
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The centralised university admissions process in the UK through UCAS offers a one-stop 
application process. It is different to the system used in many other countries, such as the 
USA, where applications are often made directly to individual universities. 

A feature of the UCAS application form is the personal statement, a 4,000 character 
statement which students spend many hours crafting. University applications in other 
countries also require an essay or written presentation as part of the application process.

We asked which qualities university admissions officers look for in student applications,  
in addition to their academic qualifications or grades – qualities which will need to be 
expressed through the personal statement.

5. Which of the following do you actively look for in student applications to your  
 university in addition to academic qualifications and grade?

 Rate how important each one is on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is ‘not important’ and 5 is  
 ‘very important’.

UK

Important or 
very important

%

USA

Important or 
very important

%

 Score 4 + 5 Score 4 + 5

 Evidence of a passion for their chosen  
course subject

98 32

 Evidence of a positive attitude towards study 95 58

 Good written English 94 69

 Evidence of an ability to think and  
work independently

87 32

 Reasonable grasp of Maths 72 74

 Evidence of success through a difficult start  
or background

48 47

 Work experience 35 5

 Having held any positions of responsibility  
or leadership

34 53

 An awareness of global or cultural differences 32 37

Evidence of an entrepreneurial attitude 22 27

Participation in community/voluntary services 17 26

Participation in sports 15 11

Participation in Performing Arts 15 11

Excellence in a particular field of sports 13 16

Excellence in a Performing Arts activity 14 16

Applying to university

A feature of  
the UCAS 
application form  
is the personal 
statement, a  
4,000 character 
statement which 
students spend 
many hours 
crafting.



We asked a further question of our American sample, exploring their views on which 
intercultural skills are most valued by their university.

In a recent survey by the British Council, the following qualities were defined as the most 
important intercultural qualities in an employee. 

6. Which single one of these intercultural qualities does your university most value  
 would you say? (USA only)

The university experience and structure is very different in each country; the UK is famed for 
its immediate depth and subject focus, the States for its liberal arts approach and the broad 
range of study before specialising. 

In the States where a first degree requires four years of study compared to three in the UK, 
the IB Diploma, which has a similar broad base of study, can often confer exemption from 
university courses. For the first time in our survey history we asked a question to measure 
how widespread this practice might be... 

ib report - q6 (usa)

100%

Don’t know/couldn’t say: 5%  l

l	Builds trust: 11%

l	Demonstrates respect 
for others: 11%

l	Works effectively in 
diverse teams: 16%

Values them all  
equally: 36%  l

Open to new ideas/ways
of thinking: 21%  l

USA
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In the States where 
a first degree 
requires four years 
of study compared 
to three in the UK, 
the IB Diploma, 
which has a similar 
broad base of 
study, can often 
confer exemption 
from university 
courses.
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7. Does your university offer any exemptions from courses or years of study for  
 students who offer high IB Diploma scores? (USA only)

USA % of respondents

Yes 74

No 26

Almost three quarters, 74 per cent, confirmed that possessing an IB Diploma could result in 
exemptions from courses or years of study in the States. 

Our own experience, based on over a hundred students achieving a place at an American 
university each year, is that it is always worth enquiring before submitting an application to 
identify both the IB Diploma subject and the score required to secure any form of exemption. 
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The following section compares ratings from the USA and UK university admissions officers  
on the attributes of three common pre-university exam systems available for students in 
each country. 

8. How well do you think each of these three exam systems – the IB Diploma, A Levels  
 and Scottish Highers – develop the following qualities in students? (UK only)

 Please use a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is ‘does not develop the quality well at all’ and 5 is  
 ‘develops it extremely well’.

 Scores for each attribute were calculated in the following tables by combining the  
 percentages of universities giving it an important or very important score. 

UK Universities

UK A Levels The IB 
Diploma

Scottish 
Highers

 

% % %

Encouraging independent inquiry 40 51 40

 Developing in-depth subject expertise 50 37 50

 Developing business skills 20 37 22

 Developing ability to cope with pressure 40 44 39

 Nurturing an open mind 26 49 29

 Developing self-management skills 35 53 42

 Encouraging citizenship 32 59 30

 Nurturing communication skills 35 45 37

 Encouraging creativity 36 43 36

Developing global awareness and connectivity 26 53 27

Developing an entrepreneurial or positive 
approach to risk-taking

19 31 18

In the UK, for ten out of the 11 attributes examined, the IB Diploma was rated highest 
compared to A Levels and Scottish Highers. Such attributes included nurturing an open mind 
and encouraging independent inquiry. 

Important or very important score

Comparing different exam systems
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USA Universities

USA High 
School 
Diploma

The IB 
Diploma

Advanced 
Placement

 

% % %

Encouraging independent inquiry 21 69 47

 Developing in-depth subject expertise 11 64 58

 Developing business skills 5 21 11

 Developing ability to cope with pressure 16 53 47

 Nurturing an open mind 5 58 48

 Developing self-management skills 11 58 53

 Encouraging citizenship 11 53 26

 Nurturing communication skills 10 61 42

 Encouraging creativity 5 63 31

Developing global awareness and connectivity 0 68 37

Similarly, USA universities ranked the IB Diploma higher than the High School Diploma  
and Advanced Placement for all of the ten attributes explored among the USA sample.  
The only attribute where the IB Diploma did not come out on top was the development of  
self-management skills, where it was rated equally as high as the Advanced Placement. It  
should also be noted that in the USA the American High School Diploma can vary enormously 
from state to state and is not used nationwide. 

9. How well do you think each of these three exam systems – the IB Diploma, the High  
 School Diploma and the Advanced Placement – develop the following qualities in  
 students? (USA only) 

 Please use a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is ‘does not develop the quality well at all’ and 5 is  
 ‘develops it extremely well’.

USA High 
School 
Diploma

The IB 
Diploma

Advanced 
Placement

 % % %

Demonstrates respect for others 5 58 37

Builds trust 16 31 26

Works effectively in diverse teams 16 53 47

Open to new ideas/ways of thinking 11 63 58

 The IB Diploma was rated substantially higher than either alternative education approach in 
developing each of these intercultural skills in American students by our sample.

Important or very important score

Similarly, USA 
universities ranked 
the IB Diploma 
higher than the 
High School 
Diploma and 
Advanced Diploma 
for all of the ten 
attributes  
explored among 
the USA sample.
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10. Which qualification would you say is a better preparation to thrive at university  
 – or would you rate them equally as useful?

UK

 IB Diploma A Levels Scottish Don’t know Rate them 
   Highers   equally

USA

 IB Diploma Advanced High School Rate them 
  Placement Diploma equally

While the majority of university admissions officers in both the UK and USA say they rate all 
exam systems as equally good in preparing students to thrive at university, of those who do 
believe one system is better than another, it is the IB Diploma which is the most highly rated 
by quite some margin. The difference is 32 percentage points higher than other exam systems 
in the USA for the IB Diploma, and 21 percentage points higher than A Levels in the UK.
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While the majority 
of university 
admissions officers 
in both the UK and 
USA say they rate 
all exam systems 
as equally good in 
preparing students 
to thrive at 
university... it is the 
IB Diploma which 
is the most highly 
rated by quite 
some margin.
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This section of the survey takes a closer look at the IB Diploma Programme and how it can 
contribute to a successful university application and life. 

11. Have you noticed an increase or decrease in the number of applications from  
 students offering the International Baccalaureate Diploma qualification this year?

The IB Diploma is not a national exam system, unlike A Levels for example, and is developed 
and managed by the International Baccalaureate Organisation (IBO). Any school, anywhere 
in the world, state or private, can choose to offer the IB Diploma (subject of course to 
standards and agreements with the IBO) and at present it is offered by 2,574 schools 
worldwide, with 147 in the UK and 834 in the USA3. 

Overall, the majority of university admissions officers from both countries, 45 per cent  
for the UK and 47 per cent for the USA, have seen an increase in applicants offering the  
IB Diploma. 

Just over a quarter of admissions officers in the UK, 26 per cent, have however noted a 
decrease in applicants offering the IB Diploma, and while we don’t know if these are home  
or overseas applicants, we do know that there has been a slight decrease in the number  
of British schools offering the IB Diploma, perhaps reflecting recent central government 
funding cuts. 

The IB Diploma requires more teaching hours to deliver than A Levels and is therefore 
relatively expensive for schools to provide, which may have caused some schools in the  
UK to switch back to A Levels.

The International Baccalaureate Diploma (IB Diploma)

100%

Not stated: 1%  l

l	Increase: 45%

l	No change: 19%

Don’t know: 9%  l

Decrease: 26%  l

UK

3 Source: http://www.ibo.org/country/index.cfm

Overall, the 
majority of 
university 
admissions officers 
from both 
countries... have 
seen an increase in 
applicants offering 
the IB Diploma.
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Admissions officers from the USA are not reporting a decrease in IB Diploma applicant 
numbers to the same extent as the UK with only five per cent compared to 26 per cent 
noting a decrease this year.

12. What percentage of undergraduate applications to your university this year would  
 you say have the IB Diploma?

Average figure
%

USA Universities 9.6

UK Universities 3.8

Almost one in ten university applicants in the USA, according to our sample, now offer the  
IB Diploma, whereas in the UK the corresponding figure is around in one in 25.

To achieve an IB Diploma a student must study six core subjects, plus also complete an 
extended essay, a programme of Creativity, Action and Service (CAS) and follow a course on 
the Theory of Knowledge (TOK). The total maximum score possible from this combined work 
is a total of 45 points.

The international average IB Diploma score is 29 points and the pass rate is 78.6 per cent; 
each year less than 0.5 per cent of students worldwide achieve the perfect score of 45.

Clearly, the range of activities required to complete the IB Diploma is significantly more than 
that required to complete three A Levels in the UK. We therefore asked British admissions 
officers what A Level exam results they consider equal to a range of scores at the IB, and the 
results are outlined on the following page.

100% l	Increase: 47%

l	No change: 32%

Don’t know: 16%  l

Decrease: 5%  l

USA

To achieve an IB 
Diploma, a student 
must study six core 
subjects, plus also 
complete an 
extended essay.
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13. What IB score out of 45 do you consider to be equivalent to the following A Level  
 grade combinations? (UK only)

UK Mean IB score
Score out of 45

A*AA 35.6

AAA 34.2

AAB 32.8

ABB 31.6

BBB 29.0

The worldwide average IB Diploma score of 29 points is considered equal to three B’s at  
A Level according to the British university admissions officers who took part in our survey.

The above results show that the equivalency of an IB Diploma compared to A Levels is, in 
principle, widely understood. However, there is some detail within the IB Diploma which  
we wanted to explore further, particularly the different levels of Maths study available to 
students – how well known or understood are they? 

For clarification, the different levels of Maths options within the IB Diploma Programme are 
described in the table below. A rough equivalent to the British GCSE and A Level exams is 
given for simplicity.

IB Diploma
Maths option

Outline equivalent

Maths Studies GCSE/AS Level

 Standard Level AS/A Level

Higher Level A Level

 Further Level Further Maths A Level

Our survey shows there is a higher level of awareness of the different levels of Maths in the 
IB Diploma Programme in the UK than in the USA, as shown in the graphs on the next page.
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14. Which of these different options of study for Mathematics within the IB Diploma are  
 you aware of? 

UK

 Maths Standard Higher Further Don’t    
 Studies Level Level Maths know

USA

 Maths Standard Higher Further Don’t    
 Studies Level Level Maths know

The ‘lowest level’ of Maths, which is compulsory for achieving an IB Diploma, is Maths 
Studies. It is this course which some educationalists have suggested would make an ideal 
framework for a compulsory Maths course for all British 17-18 year olds currently in 
education, and which is currently under development until 2016.
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Further information on the subject of compulsory Maths in the UK can be found on the 
Department for Education’s website: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-maths-
qualifications-to-boost-numbers-studying-maths-to-age-18

15. Thinking about compulsory Maths for all 17-18 year olds in the UK, with which of  
 the following statements about this suggestion do you agree? (UK only)

UK

 It would It would It would be It would None of 
 benefit young benefit unworkable deter people the above
 people in the universities if  from 
 long run more students  continuing 
  had a better  any study
  grasp of Maths  

Only British university admissions officers were asked this question, and the answers show 
that overall, it is an idea which receives strong support. 

Almost three quarters, 73 per cent, believe it would benefit young people themselves to 
study Maths for longer, and just over two thirds, 69 per cent, believe it would benefit 
universities if students had a better grasp of Maths. 

However there is also a sizable proportion, 49 per cent, who fear it would deter people  
from study.

graph Q15 - UK
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16. Which, if any, of these other possible ideas do you think will be good for  
 UK universities? 

UK

  Setting up Removing Independence A uniform Revising None of
  University  the limit on for Scotland fee for A Levels to the above
  Technical university  university base them
  Colleges numbers  entry in more closely
     England, on the
     Scotland, IB Diploma
     Wales and approach
     N. Ireland 

The least popular idea, supported by a fifth of university admissions officers is the idea of 
independence for Scotland.
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The IBCC is a new programme from the IBO and is offered by 78 schools worldwide.  
ACS Egham International School is the only school in the UK to offer all four IB programmes  
of study, including the IBCC. The course allows students to specialise and focus on a  
career-related pathway within the IB framework

The results of our survey show that although the majority of UK universities, 61 per cent, 
were not originally aware of the IBCC qualification, they believe it would be a good method 
of preparation for university. 

The International Baccalaureate Careers-related Certificate, or IBCC for short, is a new 
programme recognised by Ofqual as a Level 3 qualification. It is designed to offer a 
vocational approach to learning but with the IB ethos at its heart and will include 
completing a reflective project as well as a BTEC. 

17a. Have you heard of the IBCC? (UK only) 

UK % of respondents

Yes 39

No 61

17b. Do you think the IBCC sounds like a very good, good, indifferent or very poor  
 preparation for university? (UK only)

UK % of respondents

Very good 1

Good 64

Indifferent 20

Very poor 1

Don’t know 14

A central part of the IBCC is the completion of a BTEC qualification. For this reason we asked 
the following question about the BTEC, to gauge perception of this qualification among our 
British sample.

The International Baccalaureate Careers-related Certificate (IBCC)

The results of our 
survey show that 
although the 
majority of UK 
universities, 61  
per cent, were not 
originally aware  
of the IBCC 
qualification, they 
believe it would  
be a good method 
of preparation  
for university.
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18. If you see an application from someone who has studied for a BTEC National  
 Diploma which, if any, of the following does it signal to you? (UK only)

% of respondents

Someone who has a clear idea of a career they wish to enter 54

Someone who is especially well prepared for certain  
university courses

64

Someone who has been unsure about going on to  
higher education

16

Someone who is academically less confident 21

Someone who has a good blend of practical and academic skills 71

It doesn’t signal anything either way 15

The majority, 71 per cent, believe a BTEC Diploma signifies a student who possesses a good 
blend of practical and academic skills. 

The majority, 71 
per cent, believe  
a BTEC Diploma 
signifies a student 
who possesses a 
good blend of 
practical and 
academic skills.
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Methodology

The research was conducted through telephone interviews among 99 admissions officers,  
80 in the UK and 19 in the USA from 17th March – June 10th 2014. 

The survey was carried out on behalf of ACS International Schools by an independent 
organisation according to the Market Research Society (MRS) Code of Conduct.

In the UK, the sample covered around a third of all admissions department heads, as there 
are now over 300 universities in the UK4. Our sample included universities from across the 
spectrum, from Oxbridge to the arts specialists in the United Kingdom Arts and Design 
Institutions Association (UKADIA) group. 

Where a university is a member of a mission group it has been classified accordingly, 
otherwise the university has been assigned to a geographical group of Wales or Scotland,  
or classified as ‘unaffiliated’. 

 No %

Guild HE & Associates 5 6

Million + 13 16

1994 Group 10 13

Russell Group 12 15

UKADIA 1 1

University Alliance 5 6

Unaffiliated 29 36

Scottish 3 4

Welsh 2 3

Total 80 100

Appendix

2014

4 Source: http://www.ibo.org/country/index.cfm
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An IB education

When talking about an ‘IB education’ many commentators will often be referring to just  
one aspect of it, the IB Diploma Programme (IBDP) for students aged 16-18, thinking 
specifically of the qualification awarded at the end of the programme, the IB Diploma. 

An IB education can in fact span all school age groups from ages 3-19, starting with the 
Primary Years Programme for ages 3-12, the Middle Years Programme for ages 12-16 and 
finally the Diploma programme for ages 16-18. In addition a fourth programme, for ages  
16-18, the IB Career-related Certificate (IBCC) was launched in 2012.

The IB Learner profile is central to the approach to learning at each of these stages  
defined as “educating the whole student, developing the capacity for inquiry, research and 
problem-solving as well as essential skills for communication and collaboration in today’s 
inter-connected world.” This is encapsulated into ten attributes it aims to inspire in students: 

l	 Inquirers

l	 Knowledgeable

l		 Thinkers

l		 Communicators

l		 Principled

l		 Open-minded

l		 Caring

l		 Risk-takers

l		 Balanced

l	 Reflective.

At ACS (and all schools where the IB is taught) these qualities are included in the 
development and assessment of student work, and teachers will also focus on developing 
these qualities throughout the curriculum. 

The notion of open-mindedness for example might include the role of open-mindedness in 
innovation of new scientific discoveries, open-mindedness of leaders in historical conflicts,  
or open-mindedness as an agent for change – for instance in dealing with climate change 
– or in dealing with your own life and social relationships.

Each aspect of the learner profile will be embedded and explored within the curriculum to 
help the student understand and develop that quality in themselves. 

About the International Baccalaureate Programme
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Qualification requirements: the six key subjects

Students must take six subjects for the IB Diploma, of which three must be at ‘higher level’ 
(where they are studied in greater depth) and the others at ‘standard level’. 

The difference with the IB, compared to other education systems such as A Levels, is that  
the student must also continue to study and develop both Arts and Science subjects until 
the age of 18. All IB Diploma students must also study a foreign language.

The six subject areas within the IB Diploma are described below:

Groups

Group 1 Studies in Language & 
Literature

English (or mother tongue)

Group 2 Language acquisition Usually a modern language 
– choice of 60 including 
Greek and Latin

Group 3 Individuals and Societies Including Economics, 
Geography, History & 
Business Management – 
choice of nine courses

Group 4 Experimental Sciences ‘Traditional’ sciences – 
Chemistry, Biology, Physics

Group 5 Mathematics and Computer 
Science

Maths, further Maths and 
Computer Science

Group 6 The Arts Music, Visual Art, 
Performance Art and Film

The IB recommends a minimum of 240 hours of instruction time for higher level courses and 
150 hours for standard courses. To achieve an IB Diploma the student will have had 1260 
teaching hours; in the UK this will be approximately five per cent more teaching hours than 
required for three A Levels and one AS Level.

The IB Diploma Programme
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Qualification requirements: the three core elements

In addition to the six subject areas, an IBDP student must also complete three additional 
elements of work. Each is a significant body of work or commitment in its own right. They 
are as follows:

Extended essay Independent research study 
up to 4,000 words

A topic of your own choice, 
linked to your subject of 
study or personal interest

Theory of Knowledge  
(TOK)

A course in critical thinking 
and a final 1,200 word essay

How knowledge is learned 
from different perspectives

Creativity, Action, Service 
(CAS)

Any combination of physical 
(sport) or creative activities or 
community work; at least 
three hours/week

Participation which 
encourages personal growth 
through involvement

The extended essay is one of the components of the IBDP which is considered a good 
preparation for university-style learning. It requires gathering and collating information  
from a variety of sources – ie. independent research – and presenting it in a coherent and 
convincing way to illustrate your learning or position, and is very similar to the university 
dissertation or thesis. This approach requires similar skills to those needed to produce a 
market report or business plan in the workplace.

Each IBDP student will develop a portfolio of ‘core elements’ which is unique to him or  
her and reflects their own interests and passions. The CAS element for example can range 
from total dedication to sports, to a range of activities very similar to the British Duke  
of Edinburgh scheme, to overseas charitable work as a volunteer classroom assistant or  
care worker.
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All the subjects work together, and must be inter-related within the curriculum to create  
a cohesive and well rounded education. The six subjects of study and the three core elements 
must all be completed, and they are usually presented or described within the circular  
chart below.

 
 

Qualification requirements: the scoring system

The maximum possible score for an IB Diploma is 45 points. The points are awarded  
as follows:

Each of the six subjects of study: Seven points, total 42 points

The three core elements: Total 3 points

Complete IBDP circle: Grand total 45 points.

To be awarded a Diploma a student must have achieved at least 24 points (requiring  
four points in each of the six subjects) and must have completed each of the three  
core elements.

The international average score is 29 points and the pass rate is 78.6 per cent; each year  
less than 0.5 per cent of students worldwide achieve the perfect score of 45.

If a student does not complete each of the three elements of the core, or if their total  
score is below 24 in the six subject areas they cannot be awarded a Diploma. In this case  
a Certificate will be awarded. This can often be the case where a student has joined the 
programme part way through a year, or has one exceptionally weak subject such as a  
second language or science.

With the IBDP’s straightforward and absolute scoring system (not relative to the cohort)  
it is easy to compare results and identify outstanding candidates. 
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A different approach to teaching and learning, a personal note from  
ACS International Schools

The IB Diploma Programme is an expensive qualification to offer, requiring more teaching 
staff and more teaching time to deliver than other sixth form qualifications such as A Levels, 
for example. It also works best where the student population and teaching staff are 
genuinely international, because the approach to global citizenship and celebration of  
global differences and interconnectivity, which is a central tenet of an IB education, can be 
illustrated and amplified best through real life experiences. Schools which do not have an 
international community of students or teachers to draw on can find it easier to deliver a 
national curriculum. It will almost certainly be cheaper too.

Similarly, the IBDP is often considered harder for the student themselves to complete than 
other available exam systems. Its emphasis on a well rounded education and the requirement 
to study Maths and a second language throughout can be demanding. While this is one 
reason why it is so highly valued by universities, and one reason why, looking back, students 
recognise that it has helped them stand out from the crowd, it is also a reason why, for some 
schools and students, following a different curriculum is an easier option. 

If you would like to know more about what it is really like to study for the IBDP and how it 
benefits university and later life you can read research from ACS alumni on the ACS website 
(search for ‘research’ on the site), or watch videos of current students talking about their 
school life www.acs-schools.com 



ACS International Schools

32

About ACS International Schools

Four schools, one world-class education

Founded in London, England, in 1967 to serve the needs of global and local families,  
ACS International Schools now educate over 3,900 students aged 2-18 from more  
than 70 countries. The schools – three in Greater London and one in Doha, Qatar –  
are non-sectarian and co-educational. Our world renowned curriculum includes all  
three International Baccalaureate (IB) Programmes, and an American curriculum including 
Advanced Placement (AP) courses, enabling ACS graduates to attend many of the world’s 
finest universities. We are proud of our international community, and its commitment  
to inspire all to make a difference. You can read more about ACS and its core values on  
our website www.acs-schools.com.

ACS Cobham ACS Egham

ACS Hillingdon ACS Doha
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