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This is the seventh annual University Admissions Officers Report from ACS International 
Schools, conducted among a representative sample of 78 UK university admissions officers, 
and 20 from the USA.

The research explores views on the International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma as a 
preparation for university.

The top fifty universities in the world are located in eleven different countries, but even 
within single nations, competition for places on popular courses can be very intense. 
Choosing an exam system which will enable access to the best universities worldwide,  
is, therefore, an essential requirement for many families. This is perhaps especially true for 
students in the UK, where the rise in tuition fees is resulting in more students considering 
overseas universities. 

The IB Diploma Programme with its international ethos, is recognised as a good option for 
students looking to study abroad or in the UK, due to the skills it develops. 

At our four schools, three in the UK and one in Doha, we educate over 3,400 students aged  
2–18 from more than 70 countries. In the UK we have more than thirty years’ experience  
of teaching the IB Diploma Programme, and between our schools offer the full range of  
IB Programmes from primary years (ages 3–11) and middle years (ages 11–16) to the 
Diploma (ages 16–18). We also offer a High School Diploma and College Board Advanced 
Placement Courses, which are a popular option for students looking to go to university  
in the US.

This means we are confident, through long experience of teaching our students, of the 
qualities which are drawn out through international and American programmes, and 
confident to ask direct and open questions of this most important group of gate-keepers 
and opinion formers, university admissions officers.

Our own research shows that in both the UK and US about a fifth of university applicants 
offer the IB Diploma Programme; however, it is not the main exam system in any of the  
141 countries in which it is now available.

This is why parents and students need insightful information to inform their decision 
making processes. Educators and politicians too demand information about the  
ever-changing education arena, and the comparative performance of the exams systems  
in which they are involved.

Our research, presented in this report, is designed to provide that insightful information.  
This year we have included some comments and stories from current ACS and alumni 
students, so I hope this combination helps assist in your understanding and decision making. 

Fergus Rose 
Head of Marketing & Admissions, 
ACS International Schools

The IB Diploma 
Programme, with 
its international 
ethos, is recognised 
as a good option 
for students 
looking to study 
abroad or in the UK 
due to the skills it 
develops. 



Summary of Results

Special Report

3

Applying to university

•  A quarter of both British and American university admissions officers, 26% and 25% 
respectively, say they are using more contextual data when considering applicants for  
2012 entry compared to last year.

•  The majority, 81%, of British university admissions officers would find it a useful tool to 
have a transcript to help evaluate applicants; in fact 92% of American admissions officers 
say this is an extremely important part of their admissions process. 

•  The single most prized quality by admissions officers in both countries is independent 
inquiry, followed by in-depth subject expertise. 

•   British admissions officers say that of the three additional activities within the IB Diploma 
(the Extended Essay, TOK1 and CAS2) the most important one to highlight in the university 
application form is the Extended Essay, rated most important by 38% of the sample;  
28% of this group say all three are equally important.

•  By contrast, the American admissions officers say that the most important attribute to 
highlight in the university application form is CAS, rated most important by 21%, with 
54% saying they are all equally important.

The IB Diploma

•  The IB Diploma is rated more highly than A-levels in nine out of ten different attributes, 
and is rated more highly than the American High School Diploma against all ten  
attributes proposed. 

•  The biggest differential between the IB Diploma and A-levels is in the following attributes: 
developing global awareness and connectivity; encouraging citizenship, and encouraging 
independent inquiry.

•  The biggest differential between the IB Diploma and the American High School Diploma  
is in the following attributes: developing global awareness and connectivity; encouraging 
independent inquiry; nurturing an open mind and encouraging creativity.

•  In both countries the IB Diploma is considered a good preparation for studying medicine 
because of its broad base of study.

•  The top three aspects of the IB Diploma which are most valued by university admissions 
officers in both the UK and US are its breadth and depth of study, and that it produces  
well-rounded students. 

Trends in university applications 

•  Almost half of admissions officers from the UK, 49%, say the increase in tuition fees being 
applied to residents of England has affected the type of course students are applying for 
and 24% say that it has affected the type of student applying.

•  The two trends in student type observed in the UK are fewer applications from students 
from a low income background, and fewer applications from mature students.

 •  In terms of course type, 45% have noticed a shift towards more professional or career 
related courses such as Accounting or Economics.

•  50% of the sample have noticed an increase in applicants with the IB Diploma, and on 
average 5% of all applicants in both the US and the UK are now offering this qualification.

1 Theory of Knowledge.  2 Community, Action, Service.
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UK 

Telephone interviews were conducted between May 1st and May 31st 2012 with the head 
of admissions from 78 universities across the UK. The sample was designed to ensure a 
spread across the different categories of university, according to required entry tariff or 
university type. 

According to Universities UK there are 115 universities in Great Britain. There are also 
165 institutions of higher education which offer higher education courses.
 
 

  Location Number %

  Scotland 6 8

  Wales 7 9

  Northern Ireland 2 2

  England 63 81

  Total  78 100

  Average tariff entry requirement Number %

  Top tier 28 36

  Middle tier 26 34

  Lower tier 24 30

  Total  78 100 

  Mission Group3  Number %           

  Russell Group 13 17             

  1994 Group 10 13

  University Alliance 8 10

  Million Plus 7 9

  UKADIA 5 6

  Other specialist  5 6

  HE or FE College 6 8

  No group, devolved  8 12

  No group, not devolved  16 19

  Total  78 100

3 For definitions of the various Mission groups please see UCAS website: 

www.ucas.com/students/wheretostart/heexplained/universitygroups

The IB Diploma is 
rated more highly 
than A-levels in 9 
out of 10 attributes.
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Methodology (continued)

US 

Telephone interviews were conducted between May 1st and May 31st 2012 with the head 
of admissions from 24 universities across the USA. 

While this is a small proportion of the almost 3,000 universities in the States, the sample 
has nevertheless been evenly split between private and public universities, and is distributed 
across the different ranking positions, as defined by the US News. 
 
 
Sample

  Location Number %

  0–10  1 4

  11–30  5 21

  31–50 3 12

  51–100 4 17

  101–200 6 25

  Not listed 5 21

  Total  24 100 

  Sector Number %

  State 12 50

  Private 12 50British university 
admission officers 
are relatively 
positive about 
application 
numbers.



There have been reports in the media about fewer students applying to university this 
year. While in many countries economic circumstances could be affecting university 
application numbers, in the UK there is the particular issue of tuition fee increases. 

For English students, rather than those resident in Scotland or Wales, from 
September 2012 the annual university tuition fees have increased up to £9,000.

Our first question explores this issue in the UK and sets the scene for the 
admissions officers taking part in the survey.
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1.  Have admission numbers for 2012 at your university been better, worse or the same 
as you expected?

 British university admissions officers are relatively positive about application numbers  
with just over a quarter, 27%, saying admission numbers are better than expected.

 There have been many reports in the national media about a large drop in applications to 
university but in fact the proportion of young people continuing to higher education has 
remained fairly stable. 

For example, in January 2012 UCAS reported that 462,507 UK students had applied for 
courses beginning in the autumn, compared with 506,388 at this point last year – a drop  
of 8.7%.

 However as UCAS chief executive Mary Curnock Cook noted, population changes among 
this age demographic account for much of this decrease.

 “The more detailed analysis of application rates for young people takes account of 
population changes. This shows a fall of just one percentage point in the application  
rate in England, with little change across the rest of the UK.” 

(Source: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-16787948) 

UK%

UK% UK%

Worse than expected: 18 l

Methodology (continued)

l Better than expected: 27

The proportion  
of young people 
continuing to 
higher education 
has remained  
fairly stable. 

l As expected: 55
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2.  Do you think the introduction of higher tuition fees has had an impact on the type  
of British student applying to your university, in terms of their background or 
education qualifications?

 

If yes – how would you describe the main impact on the type of student applying?

 

 

The increase in tuition fees for English students does seem to have affected the type of 
student applying to university this year, according to our sample of admissions officers. 

Just over a quarter, 27%, report fewer applications from mature students, and almost a 
quarter also report fewer applications from students coming from lower income backgrounds.

It is worth noting that the definition of a mature student is someone who is aged 24 or 
older, so this can still in fact be a relatively young group of adults which is being put off 
applying for university this year.

UK%

UK% UK%

UK%

UK% UK%

l No: 50

Don’t know: 25 l

Other: 18 l

More Welsh 

applicants: 5 l

More part-time course to 

work part-time:9 l

More from lower incomes 

due to bursary: 9 l

Decrease in numbers, but don’t review 

background until the end of the cycle: 9 l

l Yes: 25

l Fewer mature students: 27

l Fewer from lower incomes: 23

The increase in 
tuition fees does 
seem to have 
affected the type of 
student applying to 
university this year.
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UK%

UK%

Don’t know: 14 l

No: 39 l

UK%

UK%

Too early to say: 3 l

Increase in healthcare: 3 l

Other: 4 l

More sandwich courses: 3 l

Going for shorter courses: 6 l

Shift to Science,  
Maths or more 
traditional subjects: 12 l

l More vocational or professional 

courses (e.g. Accounting, 

Economics): 45

l Fewer humanities (e.g. American Studies, 

Media, Social Work, Art, Creative Subjective): 24

3.  And do you think higher fees have had an impact on the type of undergraduate course 
people are applying to your university, in terms of the course subject or length?

 

 

If yes – how would you describe the main impact on the type of course they’re applying for?

 

 

At the time this survey was conducted, May 2012, university admissions officers in  
the UK were reporting a very significant shift in the type of course for which their  
applicants are applying, with 45% reporting an increase in applicants for vocational or 
professional courses.

These courses often have a high Maths content or knowledge requirement and this is where 
an IB Diploma student can benefit, because he or she will have continued to study Maths 
throughout their school education, whatever their specialist or Higher Subject of study. 

45% of university 
admissions officers 
report an increase 
in applicants for 
vocational or 
professional 
courses.

l Yes: 47
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4.  Which, if any, of the following statements about the effect of tuition fee changes do 
you agree with?

    Agree %

   We now need to work harder to prove the value of a  
degree to young adults in Britain 89

   Its makes no difference to our academic reputation  83

   We now need a more powerful body to present the quality 
of UK higher education globally  62

  It is making us uncompetitive with EU universities 57

  It gives universities the freedom to grow and develop  44

  It is making us uncompetitive with universities in the rest of the world 26

  It is making us uncompetitive with US universities  21

Note – respondents could agree with more than one statement.

As the above table shows, three quarters of university admissions officers in the UK, 76%,  
are confident that the academic reputation of their university is unaffected by the tuition fee 
increases, and to some extent feel that the changes will allow them to grow and develop. 

However, there is widely felt concern that it is now more important than ever to prove the 
value of a degree to young adults living in this country.

5.  Is your university looking at more, less or the same amount of contextual data when 
considering applicants for the 2012 intake compared to last year would you say? 

UK% US%UK% US%

Looking  

at more

Looking  

at less

Looking at  

the same

2524

1 4

7175

It is more 
important than 
ever to prove the 
value of a degree.



Contextual data is the information universities use to be able to review each application in  
its correct context. It can include the type of school the applicant attended, the student or 
school socio-economic catchment area profile, or whether the applicant has been in care. The 
information can relate to secondary education from ages 14–16 as well as post-16 education. 

Universities in the UK are required by the Office for Fair Access (OFFA) to ensure that 
students have fair access to university, and universities in both the UK and US provide 
outreach and widening diversity programmes to deliver this aim. Using contextual 
information is one way to monitor progress against these targets. 

6.a.  What overall change in numbers have you seen for each of the different types of 
undergraduate applications – home, EU or international?

 Note – each type of student is classified separately

Among international students, that is applicants who are not classed as residents of the UK 
or any EU member state, application numbers to British universities have increased by 46% 
year on year. 

This shows that despite concerns over visas, and competition and opportunities to study in 
other places such as the US and Australia, the UK remains a highly popular destination for 
higher education study among globally mobile young adults. 

 Our sample of American university admissions officers paints an even more positive picture, 
with three quarters reporting an increase year on year in applications from non-US passport 
holders, as shown in table Q6.b.
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UK
Increase

%
International: 46 l

l EU: 22

l Home: 23

The UK remains  
a highly popular 
destination for 
higher education 
study among 
globally mobile 
young adults.



6.b.  What overall change in applicant numbers have you seen from US passport holders 
and non-US passport holders?

Note – each type of student is classified separately

7.  The number of schools offering the International Baccalaureate at Diploma level  
has increased by 36% worldwide in the past five years. At your university have you 
noticed an increase, decrease or seen no change in the number of applications from 
students offering the qualification this year?

Figures supplied by the International Baccalaureate Organisation (IBO) show that the 
number of schools offering the IB Diploma in the UK has increased by 55.2% in  
the five past years, in the US by 31% and on a global basis by 36%. 

The dramatic increase in IB Diploma candidates at US universities could be accounted for  
by the steep increase in non-US passport holders applying for places, with a high proportion 

Applying to university (continued)   
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ACS is a unique 
environment; it  
is a completely 
international 
environment and  
I was there for four 
years from ages 14 
to 18. I have been 
given exposure to 
so many cultures 
and have an 
awareness you gain 
from knowing so 
many different 
people. You learn  
to adapt and take 
other view points.”

Evan Sketchley, graduated 

ACS Cobham, 2004.

“

UK% US%UK% US%

IB Diploma 

Increase

IB Diploma 

Decrease

IB Diploma 

No Change

Don’t know

7150

7 8

1 0

21
42

0

20

USA
Increase

%

100

80

60

40
l Non-US passport  

holders: 71

US passport  

holders: 63 l
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of these non-US passport holders having the IB Diploma. It could also be because IB Diploma 
students are more likely than the average student to progress to higher education, and 
certainly this is a pattern which has been quantified in the UK. 

In the UK the relationship between holding the IB Diploma, and being more likely to 
continue to higher education, has been demonstrated through an analysis of data from  
the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) conducted by the IBO.4

The proportion of British admissions officers who report seeing an increase in applicants 
offering the IB Diploma, exactly half, is a good reflection of the 55% increase in schools 
offering IB Diplomas which has taken place in the past five years. 

However, it will be interesting to see if this pattern continues in future, as anecdotal 
evidence suggests that many schools in the UK which relatively recently started to offer  
the IB Diploma are now reverting to A-levels. 

This is in part because the IB Diploma is an expensive qualification to offer, and requires 
more teaching staff and more teaching time to deliver than the equivalent A-level 
qualifications. 

The IB Diploma also works best where the student population and teaching staff are 
genuinely international; the approach to global citizenship and celebration of global 
differences, a central tenet of an IB education which threads across all subjects, can be 
illustrated and amplified best through real life experiences.

This is a feature of life at ACS which many alumni over the years have commented on – the 
benefit of learning and living within a truly international community. It may be that schools 
without this rich community have realised that it is easier to teach the national curriculum 
(A-levels in the case of the UK), and are switching back to it.

 

The IB Diploma

8.  About what percentage of undergraduate applications to your university this year 
would you say have the IB Diploma? 

  Sector UK % US %

  Average 5.1 5.5
 
 
One in twenty applicants to university in the UK is now offering the IB Diploma. These may 
be students from the UK or from other countries, and interestingly the picture is almost 
identical in the US where 5.5% of university applicants are offering the IB Diploma.

 

 

 

 

4 Source: http://www.ibo.org/announcements/newstudiesreleasedonpostsecondaryachievement.cfm 

One in twenty 
applicants to 
university in the  
UK now has the  
IB Diploma.
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9.  As well as the higher and standard level courses, an IB Diploma student must also 
complete three additional activities – an extended 4,000 word essay, a course in the 
theory of knowledge, and a programme of community, action and service, called CAS 
for short. Which one if any of these additional activities do you feel is most relevant 
to their university application and should be described in particular in their 
application form?

This question has highlighted some important differences between applying to American 
and British universities. British universities admissions officers are much more interested in 
seeing the Extended Essay described in detail, as it is often considered a good precursor to 
the university dissertation, and a good indicator of students skills and passion for a subject.

In the US, however, the importance of community service, expressed through CAS, is 
especially highlighted, and there is no interest in a detailed exposition of the Extended  
Essay subject.

It is worth noting, however, that in the US a majority feel that all three additional aspects  
of the IB Diploma should be highlighted. Understanding the individual preferences and 
attitudes of each university is clearly an important factor when deciding how best to 
illustrate your IB Diploma activities.

UK% US%UK% US%

Extended 4,000 

word essay

Theory of 

knowledge 

course

Community, 

action and 

service

All of them

None of them

Don’t know

21

38
13

9

21

4

0 0

548
4

28

To complete  
my CAS 
requirements,  
I had to take part  
in activities that  
I would not have 
considered joining 
before. I found  
out I loved these 
activities and the 
people in them.  
If I wasn’t in the  
IB programme,  
I don’t think I  
would have had  
so much fun with  
my extracurricular 
activities.”

Kelly, ACS graduate, class of 2008

“
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10.  The A-level system has introduced changes including the extended essay or EPQ, 
tougher questions and the A* grade. How far do you think each of these steps has 
restored vigour to the qualification?

  UK Extended Tougher A* Grade 
 Essay or EPQ Questions 
 % % %

  Restored it a lot  8 15 12

  Restored it a little 38 44 29

  Made no difference either way 38 30 44

  Not restored vigour 4 1 5

  Don’t know 12 10 10

 
In the UK, the national exam system followed by the majority of students aged 16–18,  
A-levels, is under review. The Office of Qualification and Examinations (OFQUAL) is holding 
an official consultation, and any changes which follow will take place from September 2013 
to 2018.

For this reason we explored views on recent developments within the A-level system, being 
especially interested to learn how the Extended Project Qualification (EPQ,) similar in some 
ways to the IB Extended Essay, was perceived.

As the table above shows, each of the three components is considered to have restored 
some degree of rigour to the A-level system, most notably the introduction of tougher 
questions, but none are considered to have made a major difference. The introduction of  
the A* grade is considered the least effective change.

11.  How strongly do you support a recent suggestion that a group of universities should 
be given responsibility for setting the curriculum and exam content for A-levels in 
the future?

“

  

UK%

l Very strongly support: 9

l Neither/Nor: 18

l Quite strongly: 28

Not very much: 21 l

Not at all: 24 l

CAS gave me a 
good insight on 
being a productive 
citizen, the 
Extended Essay 
taught me to 
manage the type  
of essays required 
at college level, and 
TOK made me a 
more critical 
thinker. These are 
all qualities I 
obtained that 
A-level students 
would maybe only 
learn once, if ever.”

Matthias Van de Sompei,  

graduated ACS Cobham, 2011



The independence of  
the IB is often seen as  
one of its strengths. 
Created in 1968 by a  
group of teachers at the 
International School of 
Geneva in Switzerland,  
it started life as a single 
programme designed 
especially for 
internationally mobile 
students, to prepare  
them for university study 
anywhere in the world.

Its core mission is to create 
a better world through 
education, so at heart it 
has always been about 
more than just achieving 
an exam certificate.

Set up as a non-profit 
educational foundation  
it continues to be a 
non-profit organisation  
but now offers three 
programmes, Primary 
Years, Middle Years and 
Diploma programmes 
 for education from  
ages 3–19. 
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With the possibility of significant changes to the A-level exam system being introduced in 
the UK, it is interesting to note that there is no clear view on the role of universities in being 
part of these changes. 

As the previous chart shows, 37% of British admissions officers give some support to the idea 
that a group of universities could be responsible for setting the curriculum and exam content 
in future, but at the same time 44% do not want to see universities becoming involved.

We continued in our research to explore more deeply the specific differences between the 
main national exam system and the IB Diploma in both the UK and the US. The comparative 
results, looking at each country in turn, are described below.

12.  Thinking about the two different exam systems, how well do you feel each develops 
the following qualities in students? 

  UK A-levels The IB Difference 
   Diploma 
 Avg Score from 5 Avg Score from 5 IB +/-

   Developing global awareness  
& connectivity 2.6 3.9 + 1.3

  Encouraging citizenship  2.4 3.6 + 1.2

  Encouraging independent inquiry 3.0 4.0 + 1.0

  Nurturing an open mind 3.1 3.9 + 0.8

  Developing self management skills 3.1 3.9 + 0.8

  Nurturing communication skills 3.1 3.8 + 0.7

  Encouraging creativity 2.8 3.5 + 0.7

  Developing business skills 2.4 3.0 + 0.6

   Developing ability to cope  
with pressure 3.5 3.9 + 0.4

  Developing in-depth subject expertise 3.8 3.6 - 0.2

 
Each attribute was rated by respondents on a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 means the exam 
system develops that skill extremely well and 1 means it does not develop that skill well at all.

In the UK the IB Diploma was compared to A-levels and, as can be seen in the table above, it 
was rated more highly against 9 out of the 10 attributes. A-levels were rated more highly for 
developing in-depth subject expertise, by a positive margin of 0.2.

In the US the IB Diploma was compared to the American High School Diploma. As several 
respondents observed, the American High School Diploma can vary enormously from state 
to state, and is not a single exam process in the same way as the A-level system is in the UK.

Nevertheless, the comparison does show that the IB Diploma is held in very high regard by 
university admissions officers in the US.



ACS International Schools

  US university admissions American  The IB Difference   
  officers High School Diploma 
 Diploma 
 Avg Score from 5 Avg Score from 5 IB +/-

   Developing global awareness  
& connectivity 2.8 4.3 + 1.3

  Encouraging independent inquiry 3  4.3 + 1.3

  Nurturing an open mind 3.3 4.3 + 1.0

  Encouraging creativity 3.0 4.0 + 1.0

   Developing ability to cope  
with pressure 3.3 4.2 + 0.9

  Developing self management skills 3.2 4.1 + 0.9

  Encouraging citizenship  2.9 3.8 + 0.9

  Nurturing communication skills 3.2 4.1 + 0.9

  Developing in-depth subject expertise 3.4 4.2 + 0.8

  Developing business skills 2.6 3.1 + 0.5

 
Perhaps of most practical use to students considering their school and university choices is the 
following information, which identifies which single one of these attributes is most prized by 
the university.

As you can see from the table below, in both the UK and the US the most prized quality is 
independent inquiry.

13. And which single one of these qualities do you feel is most prized by your university? 

  Single quality most prized by your university UK % US %

  Encouraging independent inquiry 54 29

  Developing in-depth subject expertise 22 25

  Developing self management skills 7 17

  Nurturing an open mind 6 4

  Developing business skills 3 0

  Encouraging creativity 3 17

  Developing ability to cope with pressure 1 0

  Nurturing communication skills 1 4

  Developing global awareness and connectivity 1 4

  Encouraging citizenship  0 0

16

“ Time management 
skills are much 
better and 
motivation is 
stronger. Knowing 
that I am capable  
of doing it is also  
a huge confidence 
boost.” 

Victoria Mayo,  

graduated ACS Egham, 2008
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While both British and American university admissions officers value independent inquiry 
above all other skills, in the US self management skills and creativity are also especially 
prized. This is an interesting difference and one that students should bear in mind when 
preparing their individual applications to American universities. 

In addition to highlighting the views of the IB Diploma as an entry qualification for 
university, we also wanted to identify the perception of the IB Diploma specifically in the 
context of studying medicine. Many medicine courses at university have very precise entry 
requirements, and the following question was designed to explore how well the IB Diploma 
is meeting them in both the UK and the US.

14.  Which of the following statements most closely describes your view on the  
IB Diploma as a preparation for studying medicine at university? 

 

The above question was phrased slightly different between the UK and US sample. In the UK 
respondents were given a response option to say “We don’t offer medicine courses so can’t 
comment” a statement with which 54% per agreed. This question was not asked of the US 
sample. The figures in table above for the UK are, therefore, based on the response from 
admissions officers who are working in universities which offer medicine courses, rather 
than the entire UK sample.

US%UK%

US%UK% 63

52

8

8

42

4

29

29

0

The IB Diploma is a good preparation 

 for medicine because of its rigorous 

academic approach

The IB Diploma is a good preparation  

for studying medicine because of its 

exploration of different cultural  

viewpoints

The IB Diploma is a poor preparation  

for medicine because of its broad base  

of study

The IB Diploma is a poor preparation for 

medicine because it’s not close enough  

to A-levels / the American curriculum

The specific high school qualification is 

not relevant in the context of studying 

medicine at university  

(Not applicable for the UK)
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Academic diligence, 
discipline, Theory  
of Knowledge and 
the Extended Essay 
were all extremely 
helpful for my  
first year university 
studies – I was  
far better prepared  
for my first year 
university studies 
than any of my 
A-level educated 
peers.”

Fabiana Lorencatto,  

graduated ACS Hillingdon, 2005

“
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Overall breadth

Rigorous academic approach

Breadth & depth of study

Well-rounded students

Well-prepared for university study

Encourages independent thinking

Additional areas e.g. Extended Essay

Students have a broader horizon or  

global perspective

Interdisciplinary approach

Builds a good foundation

Have to study a language 

Well motivated students

Value the higher level subjects

In the US, respondents were given a response option as follows: ‘The specific high school 
qualification is not relevant in the context of studying medicine at university’ with which  
29% of the sample agreed. 

Overall the questions show very clearly that the IB Diploma is definitely considered a good 
preparation for studying medicine at university, and in the US the way the programme 
includes different cultural viewpoints is especially valued.

It should be noted that the course of Higher Level subjects within the IB Diploma will be 
essential for any medicine course, and should always include three sciences. 

The penultimate question in our survey invited respondents to give a free or open comment 
on the IB Diploma, to capture any opinions which might have been outside the scope of our 
question framework.

15.  Is there any particular aspect of the IB which you especially value for  
your university?

“ I am much more 
confident in my 
abilities. However,  
I would say that  
the academic 
advantages of  
the IB has not kept 
me ahead of my 
peers for long.  
It is the interest 
and intellectual 
curiosity that has.”

Anoldus Veeger,  

graduated  ACS Egham, 2009

UK% US%

UK% US%

33

35

1512

4
4

11

16

6

6
11

11

6

10

8

6

00

0 0

00

0

0

4 2



Applying to university (continued)

Special Report

As these were entirely open ended comments, a range of different views were expressed which 
are summarised in the table above. Although admissions officers in both the UK and US share 
some similar views on the IB Diploma, such as it developing well-rounded students there are 
also some interesting differences. 

British admissions officers noted the IB Diploma for its breadth of study, whereas the States it 
was especially appreciated for its academic rigour.

The conclusion we can draw from this question, and from the response to our final question 
below, is that the IB Diploma is considered an excellent preparation for university.

16.  Overall which qualification would you say is a better preparation to thrive at 
university, the IB or A-levels?

19

UK%

Don’t know: 8 l l IB Diploma: 43

Both the same / no difference:38 l l A-levels 11

The IB enhanced my 
time management 
skills, as well as 
teaching me how  
to work in different 
fields, which proved 
extremely useful 
for university.”

David Oppenheim,  

graduated ACS Cobham, 2009

“
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The International Baccalaureate is a not-for-profit foundation, which offers three high quality 
and challenging educational programmes for a worldwide community of schools. For over 40 
years, IB programmes have gained a reputation for their high academic standards, for preparing 
students for life in a globalised 21st Century and for helping to develop the citizens who will 
create a better, more peaceful world. The IB currently works with over 3,230 schools in 141 
countries. For further information please visit: www.ibo.org

“ At university level  
I find that I do not 
have as much stress 
when approaching 
independent work 
and am able to 
approach situations 
more level headedly 
with a greater 
understanding  
of the topic.”

Robert Thompson,  

graduated ACS Egham, 2011



About ACS International Schools
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ACS International Schools were founded in 1967 to serve international and local communities. 
The schools are non-sectarian and co-educational (day and boarding), enrolling approximately 
3,400 students aged 2 to 18 years at three campuses in the UK and one in Doha, Qatar. 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. All our schools have state-of-the-art facilities and 
an on-going programme of building investment. The strong academic programme and extensive 
arts, sports and cultural activities support the schools’ student-centred philosophy.
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