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Abstract: Okayama University was the first Super Global National University in Japan to accept the International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma 

and exempt IB students from taking the University Entrance Exams. Within ten years, from April 2012 to April 2022, 101 IB students have 

enrolled in 10 Faculties and one special program. Continuous follow-up of IB students from enrollment to graduation has revealed that, besides 

academic excellence, IB students are also well equipped with a high level of research skills, critical thinking skills, English fluency, and 

practical communication skills. The extended essay (EE) is a required component of the IB Diploma (IBDP) program, which prepares the IB 

student for undergraduate research and also allows IB students to explore a topic that interests them, related to one of their 6 IBDP subjects, or it 

could also be an interdisciplinary approach of a World Studies EE. As a continuation of a previous research study carried out at Okayama 

University to find differences between the IB educational approaches and Japanese High School (JHS) education, this study was designed as a 

case report to compare the execution of EE in the IB with the Japanese Kadai Kenkyu or Themed Research (TR) at a local, Super Global High 

School (SGH). 
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Introduction 

The International Baccalaureate Diploma Program (IBDP) is 

a 2-year course preparing students for admission into 

Universities worldwide. The IBDP is an inquiry-based 

secondary educational program that aims to develop students 

with excellent in-depth knowledge who can flourish 

physically, intellectually, emotionally, and ethically. In 1979, 

the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 

and Technology (MEXT) recognized the IBDP equivalent to 

Japanese high school graduation. Students who completed the 

IBDP from either International schools or “Article One” 

schools were eligible to apply for admission into Japanese 

Universities (1,2, 3). Okayama University was the first 

National University in Japan to establish the IBDP admission 

policy in 2012. IB students were exempted from taking the 

National University Entrance Exam or other written exams for 

admission into the undergraduate course. By 2015, all 11 

faculties, including the Okayama University’s special 

program, welcomed IB students (4). Over a period of ten 

years, from April 2012 to April 2022, Okayama University 

has taken multiple approaches to become IB student-friendly 

through; a) periodic revision of IB admission policies as per 

IB student requirements, b) listening to the voices of enrolled 

IB students, c) training faculty on IB education and, d) doing 

extensive research to explore the differences in IB education 

and Japanese High School education. Although the number of 

IB students at Okayama University is steadily increasing, the 

majority of the student body comprises Japanese High School 

(JSH) graduates (5-6). The JHS curriculum is a 3-year 

program that prepares students for admission into Japanese 

Universities or trains students in technical and vocational 

courses to find employment following graduation. The JHS 

curriculum covers grades ten through twelve. The first year 

includes introductory studies courses, while in the second 

year, the course content and selection are more individualized. 

Teaching methods at JSH are lecture-based, focusing on 

deeper learning of significant subjects, with the primary goal 

of covering the demanding curriculum within an allocated 

period. Super Global High Schools (SGH) in Japan are high 

schools that have received financial and supervisory support 

to foster fostering globalized leaders through the educative 

goals of this program, which include enhancing in-depth 

knowledge and awareness about social issues, developing 

communication and problem-solving skills, and active 

participation in fieldwork activities both domestic and 

international. This study was initiated to help Faculty gain a 

better perspective about the kind of research education, 

namely Extended Essay (EE), that IB students undergo during 

their two-year IB Diploma education, and also compared the 

IB student’s EE experience to the Japanese High School 

“Themed Research” or “Kadai Kenkyu” in one of local Super 

Global High Schools.  

 

Methodology 

With the help of the University Admission Administrator 

(UAA) at Okayama University, who is also a former Principal 

of a Japanese Super Global High School (SGH), the IB 

Director approached one of the most famous local SGH and 
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sent them a concise summary of the intended research 

proposal and requested for cooperation. The local SGH 

principal and the teachers in charge of the Kadai Kenkyu or 

Themed Researched (TR) dually obliged and cooperated 

immensely to support this ongoing research study. Following 

an online briefing session via zoom about the contents of EE 

and research motives, the SGH teachers were requested to 

input their versions of the seven steps followed in EE and 

summarize the comparisons. The input was translated into 

Japanese for a clearer understanding. After receiving the 

stepwise answers comparing the various steps in EE and TR, 

the IB Director and UAA visited the local SGH and had a 

long and detailed discussion session regarding the SGH 

teacher’s multiple inputs into the excel survey sheet that was 

provided beforehand. Following the one-on-one discussion 

with the teachers in charge, the IB Director and UAA also 

took part in the online, annual group research presentations of 

the students at the SGH to get a first-hand experience of how 

students conducted their research projects and how they did 

their research. Finally, an SGH student who had done both 

group and solo research during her three high school 

education was interviewed on zoom. The results of the 

comparison survey between EE and TR were translated back 

into English from Japanese and were summarized in the 

following four tables.  

 

Results  

Fundamental differences between EE and TR (Table 1) 

The Extended Essay (EE) is a compulsory IB Diploma core 

subject that all IB students need to take to get the full IB 

diploma, whereas “Kadai Kenkyu or Themed Research (TR) 

is a research project that students at the SGH take part in the 

Global course. EE is an individual project for IB students in 

the IB, but TR is a group project consisting of 4-5 students 

who work together for one year in grades 1 and 2 and then 

independently in year 3. EE aims to help IB students become 

independent researchers, develop their research, thinking, 

self-management, and communication skills, and use adequate 

reflection to help them learn more about their research and 

writing. The main aim of TR is to develop students' logical 

thinking, critical thinking, problem-solving, and 

communication skills and brush up on their information and 

communication technology (ICT) skills. 

 

Table 1:  Basic Differences between EE and TR 
 

Content Academic Style Research Paper 3-year research experience 

Research Type Individual 
1st. and 2nd grade: Group work 

3rd. grade: Individual Research 

Aim Develop: Develop: 

 Research skills Logical thinking skills 

 1. Inquiry skills 1. Critical thinking skills 

 2. Creativity skills 2. Problem-solving skills 

 3. Organization skills 3. Communication skills 

 4. Referencing skills 4. Global perspective 

 5. Writing skills 5. ICT utilization skills 

 6. Critical thinking skills  

 7. Independence  

EE: Extended Essay; TR; Themed Research 

 

Differences in EE and TR Steps (Table 2) 

In general, EE is divided into seven steps expanding over two 

years. On the other hand, TR does not have a specific number 

of steps, as students do different research themes in groups in 

1st. and 2nd years, and individual research in 3rd. year. 

However, compared to the EE steps, the following activities 

in TR have been described in 7 STEPS more precisely, with 

more apparent comparisons and better understanding. In 

STEP-1, EE students choose a subject they are interested in 

and a topic within that subject they wish to research. In TR, 

students work in groups, decide on a common topic of 

interest, design research methods, search-related literature, 

make the hypothesis, create experiment protocols, discuss 

ethical issues, do interviews, and learn how to use statistical 

software. In addition, they must also attend various lectures 

arranged by their school on global matters, SDGs, and 

project-related themes. In STEP-2, both IB and SGH students 

design a research question. In EE, a research question is 

developed in the following way:  

 

1. Students choose a subject from the EE list or subjects 

they take in the IB Diploma. 

2. It is essential to make sure their chosen subject is 

available. 

3. They read the IB’s ethical guidelines and observe 

regulations about EE. 

4. They read and understand their chosen subject's “specific 

requirements.” 

5. They do some reading on the topic addressing the 

following: 

a) What information is there about the topic? 

b) Are there many sources of information? 

c) Are there many different views on the topic? 

d) What questions can you think of from the available 

information? 

6. They form their open-ended questions about the topic 

using “how,” “why,” or to “what extent.” 

7. They evaluate the following questions: 

a) Is it straightforward to understand the research 

intentions? 

b) Is it focused on a topic that the 4000-word limit of 

EE can cover? 

c) Can the research be analyzed, evaluated, and 

developed into a moral argument? 
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8. Finally, they consider the “Research Outcomes.” 

a) Which direction is the research taking? 

b) What are the possible outcomes? 

c) How to answer the arguments that may arise? 

d) Considering other options if the research argument is 

not sustainable 

 

In STEP-3, EE students use the literary review as their 

primary research and design the study, while TR students 

make a research inquiry plan. In STEP-4, the leading resource 

is primarily an indoor activity, while TR students go out of 

school for mandatory fieldwork activities. STEP-5 sees IB 

students organizing the collected data while SGH students 

continue to do more fieldwork. In STEP-6, IB students 

analyze and evaluate the final data, which involves online and 

paperwork. In contrast, SGH students prepare for a group 

research presentation and write the research paper summary in 

STEPS-6 & 7. In the final STEP-7, IB students conclude their 

EE by ensuring their research question has been answered or 

whether they need to change it based on the research 

outcomes or do further research. In addition, all EE students 

must: 

1. Meet all your school's Internal Assessment (IA) 

deadlines. 

2. Must attend three mandatory reflection sessions with 

their supervisor. 

Must record reflections on the “Reflections on planning and 

Progress Form” submitted as part of the Final Assessment. 

 

Table 2   Differences in Research steps Between EE and TR. 
 

 EE TR 

STEP-1 Choose subject and topic Learning Skills 

 1. A subject the student enjoys 1. Research method/literature search 

 2. A topic within the subject 2. Hypothesis / Experiment 

  3. Verification and Guidance 

  4. Research Ethics 

  5. Statistics 

  6. Attend lectures 

STEP-2 Design a research question(RQ) Design a research question(RQ) 

STEP-3 Research Steps Research Inquiry plan 

 1. Primary research (literature review)  

 2. Design research Method  

STEP-4 Find resource Fieldwork (mandatory) 

STEP-5 Organize Data Fieldwork (mandatory) 

STEP-6 Analyze and Evaluate Data 1. Research Presentation (in groups) 

  2. Paper Summary (group work) 

STEP-7 Conclusion  

 1. Answer the research question 1. Research Presentation (in groups) 

 2. May change the research 2. Paper Summary (group work) 

Differences in roles and assessment in EE and TR (Table 

3) 

The roles of advisors and other staff members who support 

students with the EE and the TR, respectively, are as follows. 

In the IB, the supervisor must be an expert in the subject the 

students choose for their EE. During the two-year EE period, 

supervisors are responsible for giving detailed feedback to the 

students, including critical judgment and guiding the student 

to construct the right research question. The supervisor can 

also be the co-coordinator depending on the IB school. The 

role of the co-coordinator is to keep track of the EE schedule, 

help students make the deadline, explain the general EE 

guidelines, introduce the process of EE writing and have 

discussions with the supervisor (when the co-coordinator and 

supervisor are both present). In TR, the supervisor guides 

students in mastering research skills, arranges globally 

themed lectures, and helps student groups with their research 

questions, subject research, research presentation, and the 

research evaluation. The co-coordinator in TR creates the 

overall plan of the presentation format, guides the group 

leaders, and helps them manage group progress. Librarians in 

IB schools play an essential role in teaching IB students to 

search for books, do online research, use references, and find 

other resources necessary for their EE. In SGH, the librarian’s 

role is to help students search for reference articles, support 

data collection or purchase materials needed for data 

collection, maintain the media center function smoothly, and 

help students utilize the available information. Assessment of 

EE is done in the following way. EE is graded with a total of 

34 points from A~E. Six points are given for focus, 

knowledge, and engagement, 12 for critical thinking, and 4 

for presentation. A minimum grade of “D” or higher (A~D; E 

is failing) is required to get the full IB Diploma. The final 

word count in EE must be within 4000 words and 

accompanied by a reflection of no more than 500 words. The 

total number of work hours for EE must be at least 40. In TR, 

self-assessment and teacher evaluation is done with the help 

of a rubric, and finally, mutual evaluation is done on the 

research subject 
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Table 3: Difference Roles & Assessment between EE and TR 
 

 
EE TR 

Role of Supervisor 1. Expert in the subject chosen 1. Skill learning guidance 

 
2. Gives detailed feedback 2. GLOBAL lecture 

 
3. Very critical in judgment 3. Help develop an RQ 

 
4. Guides students to make the right RQ 4. Evaluation 

Role of Coordinator 1. I can also be Supervisor 1. Creating an overall plan 

 
2. Keeps track of EE schedule 2. Creating a dissertation format 

 
3. Helps make the deadline 3. Cooperation with group leaders 

 
4. Explains general guidelines 4. Progress management 

 
5. Introduces EE Process  

 
6. Has discussions with Supervisor  

Role of Librarian 1. Plays a vital role in teaching 1. Support for article purchase 

 
2. Students how to search books 2. Assist in a media guidance 

 
3. Search online, use references 3. Help explore the research subject 

Assessment Total: 34 points (A～E) 1. Self-assessment by rubric 

 
1. Focus: 6 points 2. Teacher evaluation by rubric 

 
2. Knowledge: 6 points 3. Mutual evaluation of research 

 
3. Critical thinking: 12 points  

 
4. Presentation: 4 points  

 
5. Engagement: 6 points  

EE: Extended Essay; TR; Themed Research; RQ: Research Question 

 

Differences in EE and Themed Research Steps 

Table 4 summarizes the main differences observed between 

EE and TR. While EE aims to develop independent 

researchers for a global platform, TR aims to create 

collaborative researchers who can work as a team and 

contribute to the innovation and development of the local 

society. This approach is known as Glocal in Japan (Go 

global by knowing your locality first). EE emphasizes 

individual research, while TR is group research in years 1 and 

2 and individual research in year 3. The research experience is 

almost two years for EE and three years for TR, including 

group research for two years and personal study for one year. 

For EE, IB students must choose a research theme related to 

their IB subjects, while TR focuses on an ongoing local or 

social harmony. In EE, the research responsibility is mainly 

on the IB student, while in TR, the duties are divided among 

the group members for    

the first two years of group research. In 3rd. year, it is also a 

solo research work, same as EE. Fieldwork in EE is optional 

and depends on the requirement of the research theme, while 

in TR, fieldwork is mandatory and an essential part of the 

research process. The primary motivation for IB students in 

doing EE is developing research skills that can help them 

work independently or in teams worldwide. At the same time, 

TR initially aims to develop research skills that increase 

social awareness, solve various ongoing local issues, and 

prepare students for research work at University. Finally, in 

EE, the coordinator and supervisor advise and encourage IB 

students to develop their research skills. In contrast, in TR, 

the supervisor’s responsibilities are many, such as 

overlooking research activities, arranging lectures and 

fieldwork opportunities, and supervising the final group and 

individual research project at every step. 

 

Table 4   Summary of the Main Differences between EE and TR 
 

EE                   TR 

Aim Be Independent Researchers Be collaborative researchers. 

   

Research Type Individual Group work and individual 

Research Period 2 years three years 3 years 

Research Theme IB subjects Local or social theme 

Responsibility IB students, mainly All group members and individual 

Fieldwork Optional Mandatory 

Motivation 
Developing research skills To work 

globally 

Research skills for University and also social 

awareness 

Teacher/supervisor's Advising and encouraging Arrange all activities; lectures; 

Contribution to developing individual research Skills Fieldwork; supervision; final assignment 
EE: Extended Essay; TR; Themed Research 

 

Discussion 

In the past, the essential qualities for students starting 

Japanese higher education were those that would suit 

Japanese National needs, where most undergraduate students 

entering Japanese National Universities would be Japanese 

high school graduates. However, in recent years, 

“Internationalization of Japanese Higher Education” with 

emphasis on Diversity is taking center stage, where a 

Japanese University campus includes not only international 

students but IB students, returnee students, and transfer 

students among a majority of Japanese high school students, 

to create a 21st. Century globalized campus (7,8,9,10). Unlike 
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in the past, when Japanese high school students had a passive 

attitude towards their education, many Japanese high school 

students now research, write reports, make presentations and 

do group learning and discussions. The IB education, on the 

other hand, has always involved a lot of meetings, research 

projects, and community service, which encourages students 

to be independent-minded and think critically. The IB 

learning experience makes students more international-

minded and equips students with lifelong skills to succeed 

globally (11). Since the number of IB students taking 

admission into Japanese National Universities is on the rise, 

and as Okayama University puts great emphasis on 

encouraging and developing research skills in students, it is 

essential for Faculty members to know what kind of research 

backgrounds IB students come from, or what research skills 

they are already equipped with, and how their research 

knowledge and experience can help them excel better during 

their research endeavors at Okayama University. A 

straightforward approach to learning the differences and 

similarities between IB student backgrounds and other student 

backgrounds, particularly Japanese high school students, is to 

compare their experiences on a similar scale, as Japanese 

Faculty already have an idea of the type of education that is 

offered in Japanese high schools (12, 13). This research 

revealed that while IB students are encouraged to become 

independent researchers to work globally, Japanese SGH 

research includes both group and individual study with a 

focus on solving ongoing social problems, which may connect 

globally, rather than research that develops from the interests 

of the IB student, be it local or global. It appears that students 

in the IB are expected to do most of the research work 

themselves. In contrast, in the Japanese educational format, 

most of the responsibility lies with the supervisor to complete 

and present the final research project. Both IB and SGH 

students are given opportunities to develop research skills 

with different educational approaches. 

 

Conclusions 

This study clarified some significant differences and a few 

similarities between the EE in IB education and TR at the 

local SGH. Further research studies, including student 

research follow-up during university life and post-graduation, 

may be necessary to understand how students' research skills 

during their IB and SGH education influence their interests in 

furthering their future research applications 
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