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Introduction 
 
 
There is an enormous pressure on businesses and universities to survive and thrive 
as we pass through the current economic downturn into the second decade of the 
21st Century.  We expect industry and universities to be the twin powerhouses of 
intellectual, economic and social growth. 
 
What both businesses and universities require are young people coming through with 
ideas, attitudes and inspiration to help drive change and growth.   
 
As parents and educators we feel concerned about the pressures that our children 
face, and their ability to survive and thrive in a world which seems to place such 
heavy demands on them. 
 
This report looks at the role of one education system, the International Baccalaureate 
(IB), in developing the best qualities in our young adults; qualities which will help 
them to thrive in their own lives, and which are also valued by universities and 
employers. 
 
Can an education system really make a difference to a student’s attitude and 
approach to life, or to their value to universities and employers?   
 
When the former Chief Executive of a global market leader makes remarks like this, 
“We found we had to do a lot of work with them. We had to reinvest in them in a big 
way...The shortcomings of graduates included a narrowness of vision” questions 
about education have to be asked. 
 
When the headmaster of a world famous school says “I see students, themselves 
canny, who work out the minimum effort to achieve the state target, and who have 
somehow picked up that there is an overriding functionality about their education” 
then the approach and attitudes developed by education systems must be 
challenged. 
 
This report draws on research conducted for the past five years by ACS International 
Schools among university admissions officers in the UK, and also includes a sample 
of 20 admissions officers from the top 250 universities in the US, interviewed for the 
first time this year.  
 
It describes the way the IB Diploma is delivered, the way it is marked and the role it 
plays in helping to ‘futureproof’ our children. It presents the views of university 
admissions officers towards different exam systems, and presents the case for the IB 
Diploma as the ideal qualification for the student, the university and employer in the 
21st Century. 
 
 
Fergus Rose 
ACS International Schools, July 2010 
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Case Studies 
 
 
Evan Sketchley 
 
ACS International Schools > Imperial College 2005-2009 Chemical engineering > 
Unilever Graduate Management Trainee  
 
“With the IB Diploma I felt I came out ahead in the grand scheme of things; I 
understood things more easily, and could take it faster. Exams were a struggle at 
university to begin with because I wasn’t used to that method of examination, but you 
can soon learn how to handle that.  
 
 The way you learn is more relevant than the subject you learn, and the IB gives you 
the right framework for learning – so you can apply your knowledge in the best way. 
It’s also a completely international perspective; you learn to adapt and take other 
view points, learn to hold the viewpoint of several different people and countries at 
the same time.” 
 
 
Chris Dwyer 
 
ACS International Schools > Melbourne University >  
Commonwealth Bank of Australia  
 
 “I feel that I was better prepared in certain circumstances - particularly in the area of 
economics. A lot of the content in the first year economics subjects was content that I 
had already covered through higher economics in IB. The style of essay writing 
needed was a bit different at Melbourne Uni so I did have to adjust to that. I think the 
CAS hours also gave me a bit of an advantage in terms of being a bit more mature 
and well rounded. 
  
Now that I’ve had a few years working I feel the IB has given me a broader 
understanding of a wide range of subjects compared to my colleagues. I feel the 
discipline that it instils in you is also an advantage.” 
 
 



 5 

The International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma  
 
 
Background 
 
The IB was created in 1968 at the International School in Geneva to provide a truly 
international education for students preparing for university.  The mission statement 
of the IB states: 
 
“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.” 
 
The IB is a registered charity based in Geneva and works in four areas: 
 

1. Development of curriculum 
2. Assessment of students 
3. Training and professional development of teachers 
4. Authorization and evaluation of schools. 

 
Although the first schools to adopt the IB were private, today over half of all IB 
schools are state schools.  In the UK, Tony Blair stated in 2005 that he wanted one 
state school in every local authority to offer the IB; the momentum of change has 
been building since that time and in the past year on average three schools every 
month have switched to the IB. 
 
The IB covers the continuum of school-based education in three programmes: 
 

• Primary Years Programme (PYP) for students aged 3 to 12  
• Middle Years Programme (MYP) for students aged 11 to 16  
• Diploma Programme for students aged 16 to 19. 

  
ACS International Schools is one of just four in the UK where all three IB 
programmes are taught. As an IB World School which has been offering the 
programme for over 30 years it has experience and skills to authorise and guide 
other schools in the IB; is the UK’s leading authority on the qualification, and has 
provided guidance on the qualification to government staff in both leading and 
opposition parties. 
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Qualification requirements: the IB Learner Profile 
 
All students of the IB Diploma agree at the start of their course that they are working 
to develop a set of personal qualities, called the Learner Profile.   
 
Having these stated qualities as an objective is one of the key differentiators of the 
programme for university educators and employers, because it nurtures a set of skills 
which are important to them.  It is also a set of qualities which most parents would 
hope to instil in their children.  
   
The IB Leaner profile: 
 

• Inquirers 
• Knowledgeable 
• Thinkers 
• Communicators 
• Principled 
• Open-minded 
• Caring 
• Balanced 
• Risk-takers 
• 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 one of 
these qualities each month in 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.  
 

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 also have to study a foreign 
language. 
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The six subject areas within the IB Diploma are described below: 
 
 
Group 1 Language A1 

 
English (or mother tongue) 
 
 

Group 2 Second language 
 

Usually a modern foreign 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 & 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 1,260 teaching hours; in the UK this will be approximately 5% more 
teaching hours than required for 3 A levels and 1 AS level. 
 

Qualification requirements: the three core elements   
 
In addition to the six subject areas, an IB Diploma student must also complete three 
additional elements of work.  Each is a significant body of work or commitment in its 
own right: 
 
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 
3 hours per week 

Participation which encourages 
personal growth through 
involvement. 

 
The extended essay is one of the components of the IB which is considered a good 
preparation for university style learning.  
 
It requires gathering and collating information from a variety of sources – 
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. 
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This approach requires similar skills to those needed to produce a market report or 
business plan in the workplace. 
 
Each IB 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. 
 
As the six subjects of study and the three core elements must all be completed, and 
must all relate to each other to develop the IB Learner Profile, they are usually 
presented or described within an IB hexagon as shown below: 
 

 
 

Qualification requirements: the scoring system 
 
The maximum score possible for an IB Diploma is 45 points.  The points are awarded 
as follows: 
 
Each of the six subjects of study:   Up to seven points, total 42 points 
Theory of knowledge and extended essay:  Up to three points in total 
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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%; each year 
less than 0.5 % 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 due to low scores in the six subject areas, they cannot be awarded 
a Diploma.  In this case a Certificate will often be awarded instead.  This can 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 IB Diploma’s straightforward and absolute scoring system (not relative to the 
cohort) it is easy to compare results and identify outstanding candidates.  
 
Anyone who has scored 39 points or above in the IB Diploma (six in each subject 
area and three in each core subject) is clearly a very strong candidate, and must 
possess strength in the arts, science and languages.  
 
A score of 39 in the IB is currently valued by UCAS as equivalent to 589 tariff points 
for entry to UK universities; in the US a similar performance in Advanced Placement 
would probably mean maximum scores in the majority of subjects taken, with 
perhaps one or two scores of four.   
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The views of university admissions officers 
 
 
Background and sample 
 
Since 2005, ACS International Schools has been conducting an annual survey of 
university admissions officers to explore their views on a range of educational issues, 
and on a range of educational systems. 
 
The survey is carried out by an independent organisation working to Market 
Research Society (MRS) standards and this year included a sample of 40 
admissions officers from the UK and 20 from the US. 
 
In previous years the UK sample was designed to reflect the geographical distribution 
of universities across the country.  This year it has been designed to provide a 
sample of approximately 20% of each of the university mission groups. 
 
The US sample was drawn from the top 250 universities as defined by the US News 
and World News ranking, which includes private and state run institutions. 
 
The profile of the sample is as follows: 
 
 

 % n 
Russell Group  18 7 
1994 Group 20 8 
Million Plus 20 8 
University Alliance 22 9 
Other UK university 20 8 
Total UK university 100 40 
   
US university 100 20 
   
Total sample  60 
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Results 
 
The table below shows the answer to the following question: 
 

Q With which, if any, of the following statements about grade inflation  
do you agree? 

 
 UK Total Russell 

Group 
US 

University 
 % % % 
Grade inflation makes it harder for us to identify the 
very best candidates 

53 100 70 

Produces students less prepared for university style 
learning 

30 43 55 

Makes the A star A level grade essential  28 14 n/a 
There is no such thing as grade inflation  25 - 5 
Gives us students with a better understanding of 
their subjects 

25 - 15 

Produces students with a narrower, less valuable 
education 

15 14 20 

It is time to abandon A levels 5 - n/a 
Makes SAT’s even more essential  n/a 60 
Not stated 10 - - 
 
 
In both the UK and the US, university admissions officers are agreed that the 
phenomenon of ‘exam grade inflation’ exists, and is affecting their institution. 
 
While around half of all admissions officers agree that grade inflation makes it harder 
for them to identify the very best candidates, among Russell Group Universities this 
increases to total agreement. 
 
The picture from the US is similar to the UK Russell Group response and this may be 
because the US sample is drawn from the top 250 universities (roughly speaking the 
top 10% of universities). If you’ve always looked for A grade students, what do you 
do when they’re all A grade students? 
 
Both these groups also feel that grade inflation is producing students with a narrower, 
less valuable education – the education, perhaps, which led Lord Browne to talk of “a 
narrowness of vision” and the Head teacher at Eton of “an overriding functionality...” 
 
Cleary in the UK, our sample of admissions officers doesn’t think the answer is to 
throw out A levels (the qualification taken by the majority of their applicants), as only 
five per cent agreed with the statement “its time to abandon A levels”. But on the 
other hand less than a third think the A star grade is the answer.  With 60% of US 
admissions officers agreeing that grade inflation “makes SATs even more essential” 
this would suggest that the UK should perhaps consider a similar, separate pre- 
university exam qualification. 
 
In 2007 just over a fifth (21 per cent) of UK respondents said their university set its 
own entry exams in any subject, and across the UK there is no supplementary 
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university entry exam which has the portability of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SATs) 
in the US. 
 
There is however strong agreement that different exam systems develop different 
attitudes towards learning and work. 
 

Q.  Do you think different exam systems (over and above individual teachers  
or schools) develop different attitudes towards learning and work among  
their students? 

 
 Total Russell 

Group 
US 

university 
 % % % 
Yes  75 71 75 
No 8 14 15 
DK 18 14 10 
 
 
Of the exam systems investigated in this survey of admissions officers, the IB is the 
most highly rated.   
 
One hundred per cent of respondents from the US believe that the IB Diploma 
prepares students well for university style learning.  
 
The table below illustrates the qualities which UK admissions officers believe the IB, 
A levels and the new Diploma develop in their students. 
 

Q  Thinking about three different exam systems in this country, A levels, the IB 
Diploma and the new Diploma, how strong an element would you say the 
following values are of each of them? 

 
UK admissions officers  A 

levels 
The IB 

Diploma 
The new 
Diploma 

 
1= small element 
5 = strong element 

Score 
from 5 

Score 
from 5 

Score 
from 5 

Developing self-management skills 3.4 4.2 3.9 
Developing ability to cope with 
pressure 

3.8 4.1 3.4 

Encouraging independent inquiry 3.3 4.0 3.7 
Nurturing communication skills 3.3 3.9 3.7 
Nurturing an open mind 3.1 3.9 3.5 
Developing in depth subject 
expertise 

4.3 3.7 3.6 

Encouraging creativity 2.8 3.3 3.4 
Encouraging citizenship  2.3 3.7 3.3 
Developing business skills 2.4 2.8 3.4 
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The IB is given the highest score for developing self-management skills, ability to 
cope with pressure, independent inquiry, an open mind, creativity and citizenship.   
These would seem to be the skills which employers and universities most desire. 
 
For the past five years, admissions officers have consistently ranked the IB Diploma 
above A levels, in terms of how well it prepares the student for both university and 
working life.    
 
It should be noted that new Diplomas are also rated highly in many areas, particularly 
in developing business skills, while A levels are only perceived as ‘best in class’ for 
developing in depth subject expertise. 
 
This single strength has perhaps now developed into a weakness for the A level 
exam system and has led to “a narrower, less valuable education” for all those 
involved – student, university and employer.  
 
Subject knowledge is an accepted part of an education qualification; what is needed 
in addition to subject knowledge are the ‘soft skills’ centred on communication, and 
the ‘creative skills’ to deal with problem solving and idea generation.  
 
In terms of completing a university degree successfully, universities rate an ability to 
work independently above all the others listed below: 
 
 
Q. In your opinion how valuable are the following factors in helping a person 
successfully complete their university degree?  
 
     
 UK Total Russell 

Group 
US 

University 

1= least valuable 
5 = most valuable 

Score 
from 5 

Score  
from 5 

Score 
from 5 

An ability to work independently  
 

4.6 4.7 4.2 

A love of learning  
 

4.4 4.4 4.3 

A clear career or occupation in mind 3.7 3.0 3.5 

Experience of full time work 3.4 2.9 3.1 

Not having to work too much to earn money while 
studying 

3.3 3.3 3.3 

An ability to make friends and socialise 3.2 3.1 3.4 

Being able to try different subjects at university to 
find the one they enjoy most  

2.7 2.1 4.2 

Family experience or background of university 2.7 2.9 3.4 

Experience of independent travel 2.5 2.4 3.0 

Living at home with family rather than other students 2.0 1.7 2.0 
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In the US where the cost of a university education is so much higher to the student 
than in the UK, it is interesting to see the slightly different perspective on the qualities 
needed to successfully complete a university degree course.  
 
The research findings indicate that the US admissions officers place a much greater 
emphasis on ‘extra curricula’ activities and experience of responsibility or leadership. 
 
To assess the other qualities or experience which applicants offer, such as work 
experience or participation in sports or performing arts, a third of university 
admissions officers from the US apply a standard measurement framework or 
scoring system. Would it be more even-handed if UK universities adopted a common 
framework too, and published the framework terms of reference? 
 

Q. Which if any of the following do you actively look for in student applications 
to your university in addition to academic qualifications and grades? 

 
% 
 

UK 
Total 

Russell 
Group 

US 
University 

Evidence of a passion for their chosen course 
subject  

93 86 90 

Good written English 93 86 85 

Evidence of a positive attitude towards study 
 

88 86 85 

Work experience 
 

60 29 50 

Having held any positions of responsibility or 
leadership 

58 43 90 

Participation in community or voluntary services 58 29 95 

Evidence of time well spent on a gap year 55 71 70 

Participation in sports 
 

40 14 70 

Participation in performing arts 40 14 75 

Excellence in a particular field of sports 25 14 45 

 
 
For successful university entry in both the UK and the US, the IB Diploma develops 
the qualities which universities are looking for.   
 
As graduate employers also struggle to distinguish the best applicants, looking for an 
IB qualified graduate can provide an efficient and effective way to identify a candidate 
with the personal qualities and global vision the business needs to thrive in the 
competitive domestic and global marketplace.  
 
What distinguishes the IB Diploma most of all, and places is at the heart of a positive 
future comes back to the first part of its mission statement:  
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“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.” 
 
Achieving this aim, while also offering a robust academic programme does require a 
step-change in thinking for many schools which is often not easy to achieve in a short 
period of time.  
 
This is the 28th year that ACS International Schools celebrates the results of its IB 
educated students.  Other schools will be issuing their first IB Diploma results this 
year, and we hope that more and more universities and employers will recognise the 
commitment to change which a switch to the IB represents, and the quality of the 
students this supports. 
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Information about ACS International Schools 
 
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 2,550 students aged 2 to 18 years. 
 
Each school offers a fully international curriculum including the International 
Baccalaureate.  All schools have state-of-the-art facilities with impressive grounds 
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. 
 
For further information about ACS please visit: www.acs-england.co.uk or contact 
Emma Kingston on: 01295 661 253 


