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A2 The IB Diploma Programme
A2.1 What is the Diploma Programme?

The IB Diploma Programme (DP) is a challenging two-year pre-university curriculum, primarily aimed
at students aged 16 to 19. It leads to a qualification (the IB diploma) that is widely recognized by the
world’s leading universities.

A2.1.1 Composition of the Diploma Programme

The curriculum contains six subject groups, together with the DP core: creativity, activity, service
(CAS); the extended essay (EE); and theory of knowledge (TOK). The subject groups and the core
elements are shown in figure 1.
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The subject groups and core elements are listed below.
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Subject groups

Studies in language and literature

Language acquisition

Individuals and societies

Sciences

Mathematics

The arts

Core elements

Extended essay

Theory of knowledge

Creativity, activity, service

A2.1.2 What subjects must DP category candidates study?
Mainstream subjects

DP category candidates taking the diploma study six subjects selected from the subject groups.
Normally one subject from each group with three of these studied as higher level (HL) and three are
studied as standard level (SL). Please refer to section “C1” for the complete diploma requirement
details.

• HL courses represent 240 teaching hours.

• SL courses represent 150 teaching hours.

Core elements

All three core elements must be studied; these are central to the philosophy of the DP.
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For more about the philosophy of the DP, refer to the following resources.

• What is an IB education? (November 2019)
• Guide to school authorization—Diploma Programme (October 2010, updated October 2018)
• “General regulations: Diploma Programme” (part B of this publication)
• Developing academic literacy in IB programmes (August 2014)
• Programme standards and practices (October 2018, updated March 2019, April 2020)
• Learning stories—series
• Global engagement—series

The three core elements are as follows.

The extended essay (EE) offers students the opportunity to research and investigate a topic that
interests them, using the independent research and writing skills they will need at college or
university.

A diploma candidate must complete and submit an EE, which is a substantial piece of independent
research of up to 4,000 words. Work on the EE is expected to occupy approximately 40 hours. The
work for an EE must be done under the direct supervision of an appropriate teacher at the IB World
School that is registering the candidate for the examination session. See also the Extended essay guide.

The theory of knowledge (TOK) course explores the nature of knowledge across a range of
disciplines.

A diploma candidate must follow a TOK course. The IB recommends that TOK is an independent
course of at least 100 teaching hours evenly distributed over the two-year period of study, and
the course must meet the TOK assessment requirements that include creating an exhibition and
submitting an essay on one of the six prescribed titles for the examination session. The prescribed
titles for May 2022 are released on the programme resource centre for coordinators in September
2021, and those for November 2022 are released in March 2022.

See also the Theory of knowledge guide (February 2020).
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The creativity, activity, service (CAS) programme fosters students’ awareness and appreciation
of life beyond the academic arena.

A diploma candidate must take part in CAS experiences. Schools entering candidates for the diploma
undertake to ensure that all candidates engage in a CAS programme. The CAS programme formally
begins at the start of the DP and continues regularly, ideally on a weekly basis, for at least 18 months
with a reasonable balance between creativity, activity and service.

See also the Creativity, activity, service guide (March 2015).

A2.2 Award of the diploma

A2.2.1 Core requirements
• DP category candidates must study six subjects, plus the three core subjects—EE, TOK and CAS.

They must accumulate no fewer than 24 points from assessment in these subjects, in addition to
grade stipulations.

• They must meet all of the additional requirements—see section “A2.2.2”.

• They must meet all of the requirements within a maximum of three examination sessions.

• Candidates who successfully meet these conditions will be awarded the diploma.

• Candidates who take the diploma in multiple languages may be eligible for a bilingual diploma.

The IB diploma is awarded based on performance across all parts of the DP.

• Each subject is graded 1–7, with 7 being the highest grade.

• These grades are also used as points (that is, 7 points for a grade 7, 6 points for a grade 6, and so
on) in determining if the diploma can be awarded.

• TOK and the EE are graded A–E, with A being the highest grade. These two grades are then
combined in the diploma points matrix to contribute between 0 and 3 points to the total.

• CAS is not assessed but must be completed in order to pass the diploma. See section “A2.2.2”.

• The overall maximum points from subject grades, TOK and the EE is therefore 45: ((6 × 7) + 3).
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• The minimum threshold for the award of the diploma is 24 points. If a candidate scores less than 24
points, the diploma is not awarded.

A2.2.2 Additional requirements

There are a number of additional requirements for the award of the diploma.

• CAS requirements have been met.

• There is no “N” awarded for TOK, the EE or for a contributing subject.

• There is no grade E awarded for TOK and/or the EE.

• There is no grade 1 awarded in a subject/level.

• There are no more than two grade 2s awarded (SL or HL).

• There are no more than three grade 3s or below awarded (SL or HL).

• The candidate has gained 12 points or more on HL subjects. (For candidates who register for four
HL subjects, the three highest grades count.)

• The candidate has gained 9 points or more on SL subjects. (Candidates who register for two SL
subjects must gain at least 5 points at SL.)

• The candidate has not received a penalty for academic misconduct from the Final Award
Committee.

A2.2.3 Bilingual diploma

In addition, candidates who have completed these conditions through multiple languages may be
eligible for a bilingual diploma.

A bilingual diploma will be awarded to a successful candidate who fulfils one or more of the following
criteria.

• Completion of two languages selected from the studies in language and literature subject group
with the award of a grade 3 or higher in both languages.

• Completion of one of the subjects from the individuals and societies, or sciences subject groups in
a language that is not the same as the candidate’s nominated studies in language and literature
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language. The candidate must attain a grade 3 or higher in both the studies in language and
literature language and the subject from individuals and societies, or sciences subject groups.

Pilot subjects and interdisciplinary subjects can contribute to the award of a bilingual diploma,
provided the above conditions are met.

The following cannot contribute to the award of a bilingual diploma.

• An extended essay

• A school-based syllabus

• A subject taken by a candidate in addition to the six subjects for the diploma (“additional subjects”)

A maximum of three examination sessions is allowed in which to satisfy the requirements for the
award of the diploma. These examination sessions need not be consecutive.

Further details of how the IB diploma is awarded are contained in part B “General regulations: Diploma
Programme”.

A2.2.4 Non-regular diploma

If the entry conditions to a university or college of higher education require a candidate to offer a
combination of subjects outside the scope of a regular or bilingual diploma as detailed in section
“A2.2” and part B “General regulations: Diploma Programme”, then the candidate may be allowed to
take a reasonable substitution if they are able to present acceptable documentary evidence.

A request for a non-regular diploma will only be allowed if the entry conditions for the proposed
higher education course offers no alternative. Offering a seventh subject (that does not contribute
to the diploma) must have been considered. A candidate will not be allowed to make a substitution
for a studies in language and literature or language acquisition subject, except that two studies in
language and literature subjects may be offered instead of a studies in language and literature and a
language acquisition subject. Documentary evidence, which can include pages from a university or
college prospectus, must be submitted in all cases.
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A2.2.5 DP courses online

Schools have the opportunity of offering online DP courses to widen a student’s choice of courses.
These online courses, from IB-approved providers, are led by experienced DP teachers.

Online DP courses have a number of benefits and can:

• extend subject choice for students in IB World Schools

• create international and intercultural classrooms in ways that cannot be envisaged in many schools

• enable students, increasingly socialized in the digital world, to develop essential skills that will
equip them for life after school

• enable students who cannot attend IB World Schools to benefit from an IB educational experience.
(The IB has started a pilot project, with the collaboration of IB World Schools, to analyse the
feasibility of offering DP courses online to students who are not enrolled in IB World Schools.)

Students taking DP courses online take the DP assessments in the same way as students enrolled in
school-based courses and must comply with all DP requirements.

Detailed information about DP courses online and the role of the site-based coordinator can be found
in the publication Diploma Programme courses online: An overview for schools (updated August 2014).

If a student is enrolled in an online DP course, this must be indicated when registering the candidate.
See section “C2.6” for further information.

Role of the site-based coordinator

If schools have candidates who intend to enrol in one or more courses online, they must appoint a
site-based coordinator (SBC) who must complete a required training activity in order to be able to
fulfil their responsibilities. Full details of this role and the accompanying responsibilities can be found
in Diploma Programme courses online: An overview for schools (updated August 2014).
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A2.2.6 Programme evaluation

The IB runs an ongoing programme evaluation process in schools to ensure that standards and
practices of the programme are being maintained at a consistent level. For further information, please
refer to the Guide to programme evaluation (March 2020), available on the programme resource centre.
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