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Abstract: 

This study explores the integration of the three core components of the 
International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programme—Theory of 
Knowledge (TOK), Creativity, Activity, Service (CAS), and the Extended 
Essay (EE)—through a qualitative analysis of secondary data, including 
official IB guides, implementation handbooks, and documented case 
studies. The research aimed to understand how these components function 
collectively to promote holistic education, align with the IB Learner 
Profile, and support academic and personal development. Using thematic 
analysis, six key phases were followed: familiarization, initial coding, 
theme development, reviewing, defining, and synthesis. Five central 
themes emerged: Integrated Pedagogy, Reflective Growth, Rigorous 
Inquiry, Learner Identity Alignment, and Real-World Connected 
Learning. These themes reveal how the core elements are not isolated but 
interdependent, enhancing inquiry-based learning, ethical reasoning, self-
awareness, and global citizenship. Findings indicate that successful 
integration of the core requires collaborative planning, consistent 
reflection practices, professional development, and alignment with the IB 
mission. The study highlights both the transformative potential of core 
integration and the implementation challenges due to contextual 
variability. Recommendations include investing in educator training, 
improving resource equity, and developing stronger interdisciplinary 
frameworks. While limited by its reliance on secondary sources, the study 
provides valuable insights and a foundation for future research focused on 
student outcomes and cross-cultural implementation. 

Keywords: International Baccalaureate, Theory of Knowledge, CAS, 
Extended Essay, holistic education, learner profile, curriculum 
integration, reflective learning, qualitative research. 
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1. Introduction 

The International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programme (DP) is globally recognized not only 
for its academic rigor but also for its commitment to fostering well-rounded individuals prepared 
to navigate an increasingly complex world. Central to this mission are three core components: 
Theory of Knowledge (TOK), Creativity, Activity, Service (CAS), and the Extended Essay (EE). 
These elements are not standalone requirements but are deeply interconnected pillars that 
collectively embody the IB’s holistic philosophy of education. Together, they challenge students 
to think critically, act ethically, and reflect meaningfully, promoting a balance between intellectual 
development and personal growth (Dixon, 2021). 
The Theory of Knowledge (TOK) course invites students to explore the nature of knowledge 
itself—how we know what we claim to know. It nurtures critical thinking, encourages 
epistemological curiosity, and sharpens students’ ability to evaluate sources, perspectives, and the 
construction of truth across disciplines. TOK complements subject learning by pushing students 
to connect academic content with real-world applications and ethical dilemmas, transforming them 
from passive learners into active inquirers (Shukur, 2024). 
Creativity, Activity, Service (CAS) offers a counterbalance to academic demands by engaging 
students in experiential learning. Through artistic expression, physical exertion, and service-based 
projects, CAS encourages students to step outside the classroom and cultivate empathy, resilience, 
and civic responsibility. It fosters collaboration, leadership, and problem-solving in diverse 
settings, ultimately nurturing globally minded individuals who understand the value of 
contributing to communities beyond their own (Whaley, 2024). 
The Extended Essay (EE), a 4,000-word independent research project, empowers students to delve 
deeply into a topic of personal interest. It reinforces research skills, academic writing, and time 
management—preparing students for university-level study. The EE serves as an intellectual 
bridge between high school and higher education, while also allowing students to integrate ideas 
from various subjects and perspectives. What makes the IB core exceptional is not just the strength 
of each component individually, but how they interact to create a unified, learner-centered 
educational experience. TOK enhances students' reflections in CAS and deepens the analytical 
rigor of the EE. CAS, in turn, can inform the ethical dimensions of a TOK presentation or serve as 
the inspiration for an EE topic. The integration of these three areas fosters interdisciplinary 
thinking and encourages students to make meaningful connections across academic and personal 
domains (Ormzyar, 2023). 
This article explores the integrated design of TOK, CAS, and EE as a holistic framework for 
learning. It examines how the synergy between these components contributes to student 
development, engagement, and preparedness for life beyond the classroom. By analyzing their 
mutual reinforcement and pedagogical coherence, the paper highlights the value of the IB core in 
shaping reflective, principled, and motivated learners. Through interviews with educators and 
students, as well as a review of IB documentation and scholarly commentary, this study aims to 
illuminate how the core elements are not just curriculum requirements, but transformative 
experiences that lie at the heart of the IB Diploma Programme. 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. The Philosophical Foundations of the IB Core 

The International Baccalaureate (IB) aims to develop inquiring, knowledgeable, and caring young 
people who contribute to a better and more peaceful world. The core components—Theory of 
Knowledge (TOK), Creativity, Activity, Service (CAS), and the Extended Essay (EE)—are 
manifestations of this mission, providing a learning experience that is both rigorous and reflective 
(Mohammed, 2023). Rooted in constructivist and humanistic educational theories, the IB core 
encourages students not only to acquire knowledge but to question its foundations, experience it 
in the real world, and synthesize it through independent inquiry (Metli & Akış, 2022). According 
to Hayden & Wong (1997), the IB’s educational philosophy is built upon international-
mindedness, interdisciplinary learning, and learner autonomy. These ideals are reinforced by the 
core, which promotes cross-curricular connections and lifelong learning skills. TOK, CAS, and 
EE are thus not peripheral but central to the IB learner profile, aiming to cultivate thinkers, 
communicators, and principled individuals. 

2.2. Theory of Knowledge (TOK): Developing Epistemological Awareness 

TOK serves as a critical thinking framework within the IB Diploma Programme. It helps students 
evaluate how knowledge is constructed, how it varies across disciplines, and what biases influence 
our understanding of the world (Shukur, 2023). As Walker (2011) notes, TOK promotes 
epistemological pluralism, encouraging students to appreciate diverse perspectives and the 
limitations of certainty. Recent studies (Hsiao, 2023) emphasize the role of TOK in developing 
metacognitive skills. Students who engage deeply with TOK are more likely to recognize 
assumptions in arguments and reflect on their own learning processes. Moreover, TOK is 
considered essential for bridging subject-specific silos, as it compels learners to consider real-life 
knowledge questions (RLKQs) that transcend disciplinary boundaries. Integration with other core 
components is also well-documented. For example, van Oord (2013) argues that TOK informs 
both the ethical considerations in CAS activities and the analytical rigor required for the EE. This 
interlinking reinforces a student’s ability to apply critical thinking in diverse contexts. 

2.3. Creativity, Activity, Service (CAS): Learning Through Experience 

CAS is the experiential learning strand of the IB core, designed to develop students’ personal and 
interpersonal skills through engagement in creative projects, physical activities, and community 
service. CAS is unique in that it values process over product, prioritizing reflection and personal 
growth over measurable outcomes (Kawa & Nidham, 2023). Research by Conrad & Openo (2020) 
highlights the social-emotional benefits of CAS, particularly in fostering empathy, leadership, and 
civic responsibility. Participation in CAS activities challenges students to move beyond academic 
confines and engage with real-world issues, helping them become active global citizens. Moreover, 
CAS supports the holistic development of the learner by addressing affective and social domains 
of education, which are often underemphasized in traditional curricula (Scheerens, 2011). As a 
result, CAS plays a pivotal role in sustaining student well-being, resilience, and motivation 
throughout the two-year DP program (Forrest, 2022). The connection between CAS and TOK is 
seen in reflective practices. According to Hamilton (2016), CAS logs and reflections help students 
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articulate the values and assumptions behind their actions—skills that are also cultivated in TOK 
discussions. Similarly, CAS experiences often provide real-world cases that can inspire EE topics 
or illustrate knowledge claims. 

2.4. The Extended Essay (EE): Independent Inquiry and Academic Rigor 

The Extended Essay is a cornerstone of the IB core, offering students the opportunity to conduct 
in-depth independent research on a topic of personal interest. It simulates university-level 
academic writing and nurtures skills in planning, analysis, argumentation, and formal presentation 
(Shukur, 2024). Studies by Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith (2014) assert that the EE develops key 
competencies required for success in higher education, such as critical thinking, synthesis, and 
time management. This aligns with research from Cambridge Assessment (2017), which found 
that IB graduates feel significantly better prepared for university research tasks compared to their 
peers in non-IB programs. The EE’s integration with TOK is evident in the emphasis on reasoned 
argument and source evaluation. Students are encouraged to reflect on the reliability and validity 
of their sources, mirroring the epistemological concerns raised in TOK. Similarly, students often 
draw inspiration from CAS projects when selecting EE topics—e.g., conducting environmental 
research based on a service learning initiative or exploring gender equity through a local activism 
campaign (Tarc, 2022). 

2.5. Integration and Synergy Among the Core Components 

While each element of the IB core has distinct learning objectives, their interconnected nature is 
what truly defines the holistic vision of the IB. According to Bartlett & Burton (2012), the core 
fosters horizontal integration (across subjects) and vertical integration (between theory and 
practice), ensuring that learning is not fragmented but deeply layered. Several researchers (Yasin, 
2024; Wright & Lee, 2022) argue that the core components serve as the glue that binds the IB 
Diploma Programme. For instance, a student might explore the ethics of genetic engineering in 
TOK, conduct a biology EE on CRISPR technology, and participate in a CAS project that involves 
community health education. This kind of thematic coherence not only enhances academic 
understanding but also makes learning meaningful and personally relevant (Shukur, 2025). 
Moreover, assessment practices in the core components encourage reflection and metacognition. 
The TOK essay and presentation, EE process journals, and CAS reflections all demand a level of 
self-awareness and critical introspection that reinforces the IB learner profile attributes. In this 
sense, the core not only evaluates academic performance but also fosters personal transformation. 

2.6. Challenges and Opportunities in Core Integration 

Despite its strengths, integrating TOK, CAS, and EE poses practical challenges for schools and 
educators. Time constraints, uneven emphasis across components, and the need for teacher training 
can hinder effective implementation. A study by Whitehead (2018) found that while students value 
each component, they often experience them in silos due to poor scheduling or lack of cross-
departmental coordination. However, schools that successfully integrate the core report enhanced 
student engagement and deeper learning. According to IB school case studies (Izuchukwu et al., 
2025), structured collaboration between EE supervisors, CAS coordinators, and TOK teachers can 
yield interdisciplinary projects and innovative assessment practices. Furthermore, the core 
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provides fertile ground for project-based learning, portfolio development, and service-learning 
pedagogies. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative research design using secondary data to explore how the integration 
of Theory of Knowledge (TOK), Creativity-Activity-Service (CAS), and the Extended Essay (EE) 
contributes to a holistic learning experience in the International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma 
Programme. A qualitative approach is best suited to uncover the nuanced interactions among these 
three components and to interpret their combined impact on student development, critical thinking, 
and learner agency. The focus is interpretive rather than statistical, allowing for in-depth analysis 
of perceptions, practices, and programmatic alignment within the IB core. 

3.2. Data Collection Method 

Given the scope of this study, secondary data sources were used as the primary foundation for 
analysis. Secondary data offers the advantage of accessibility to a broad array of qualitative 
insights already captured in scholarly literature, program evaluations, official IB documentation, 
and case studies. 
Sources of data included: 

• IBO official publications, such as curriculum guides, subject reports, and 
implementation guides for TOK, CAS, and EE. 

• Academic journals and conference proceedings from databases like ERIC, JSTOR, and 
Google Scholar, focusing on peer-reviewed articles about IB core integration. 

• Case studies and school reports from IB World Schools that detail experiences with 
implementing and integrating core components. 

• Previous dissertations and qualitative research that analyzed student reflections, 
teacher experiences, and institutional practices related to the IB core. 

• Qualitative interviews and surveys published in existing literature that reflect student 
and educator experiences. 

3.3. Data Selection Criteria 

The selection of secondary sources was guided by the following inclusion criteria: 
• Relevance to the integration of at least two of the IB core components (TOK, CAS, EE) 
• Focus on pedagogical practices, student learning outcomes, or curriculum coherence 
• Published between 2010 and 2024, ensuring contemporary relevance 
• Emphasis on qualitative analysis or narrative accounts rather than purely statistical 

evaluations 
• Written in English and accessible through academic databases or the IBO archive 

A total of 22 sources were identified and reviewed for content, of which 15 were selected for 
detailed thematic analysis. 

3.4. Data Analysis Procedure 
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The data were analyzed using thematic analysis, a method commonly used in qualitative research 
to identify, analyze, and report patterns (themes) within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The process 
followed six main steps: 

• Familiarization – All documents and publications were read and annotated to gain a broad 
understanding of content and context. 

• Initial Coding – Key passages related to integration, pedagogy, assessment, reflection, and 
student outcomes were coded using inductive methods. 

• Theme Identification – Codes were grouped into categories and refined into thematic 
constructs representing the nature and impact of IB core integration. 

• Reviewing Themes – Themes were cross-checked across sources for consistency and 
resonance with the research objectives. 

• Defining and Naming Themes – Each theme was clearly defined and supported with 
examples from the literature. 

• Synthesis – Findings were linked to IB philosophy, learning outcomes, and 
implementation practices, providing a comprehensive interpretive narrative. 

3.5. Limitations of the Methodology 

While secondary data provides a valuable and efficient means of exploring complex educational 
phenomena, it comes with certain limitations: 

• The lack of control over how data were originally collected may introduce bias or 
inconsistencies. 

• Contextual variability across IB World Schools means that not all findings are universally 
applicable. 

• Limited student voices may be present in secondary sources, potentially 
underrepresenting learner perspectives on the integration of TOK, CAS, and EE. 

• The analysis is interpretive, not empirical in a statistical sense, and does not involve new 
fieldwork. 

Future studies may complement this approach with primary research methods, such as interviews 
or focus groups with IB teachers and students, to triangulate the findings and offer richer insight. 

4. Results and Analysis  

Table 1. Familiarization Results Table 
Document Title Core 

Focus 
Annotations 

Made 
Key Themes Identified 

TOK Subject Guide 
2022 

TOK 22 Knowledge frameworks, perspectives, 
real-life situations 

CAS Implementation 
Handbook 

CAS 17 Student agency, reflection, balance 

EE Supervisor Support 
Guide 

EE 19 Research process, academic honesty, 
scaffolding 

IB Learner Profile 
Framework 

All 25 Learner attributes, global citizenship 

The familiarization phase marks the foundational step in qualitative document analysis, aimed at 
gaining a deep and contextual understanding of the content, purpose, and thematic relevance of 
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each reviewed source. In this study, five core IB documents were selected and closely examined 
to support the research goal of exploring how Theory of Knowledge (TOK), Creativity-Activity-
Service (CAS), and the Extended Essay (EE) function as interconnected pillars of holistic 
education. 
The "TOK Subject Guide 2022" was annotated 22 times, with key themes focusing on knowledge 
frameworks, perspectives, and real-life situations. These annotations highlighted how the TOK 
course equips students with critical thinking tools, enabling them to question how knowledge is 
constructed and applied across different areas of knowledge. The guide emphasizes 
interdisciplinarity and reflection, aligning strongly with the IB’s mission to develop analytical, 
reflective thinkers. Next, the "CAS Implementation Handbook" offered insights into experiential 
learning, resulting in 17 key annotations. The main themes extracted were student agency, 
reflection, and balance, which reinforce CAS’s role in promoting emotional intelligence, ethical 
awareness, and engagement beyond academics. The familiarization process revealed how CAS 
complements TOK and EE by grounding abstract learning in tangible, real-world applications. 
The "EE Supervisor Support Guide" yielded 19 annotations, with recurring themes including 
research process, academic honesty, and scaffolding. These highlighted the structured, inquiry-
based nature of the EE and its emphasis on developing independent research skills. The guide also 
underscored the mentor-mentee relationship and how supervisory strategies align with TOK’s 
emphasis on evaluating evidence and CAS’s focus on student reflection. 
The "IB Learner Profile Framework", which is central to all IB programmes, was one of the most 
annotated documents (25 annotations). This document emphasized themes such as learner 
attributes and global citizenship. It provided a macro-level view of the IB learner and demonstrated 
how the integration of TOK, CAS, and EE fosters the development of balanced, principled, and 
open-minded students. The learner profile acts as a conceptual glue, connecting the cognitive and 
affective domains across the core components. Lastly, the "Holistic Education in IB: Case Studies" 
contributed 20 annotations, with a focus on integration, interdisciplinary learning, and learner 
outcomes. These real-world examples from IB World Schools illustrated how schools practically 
implement synergy between the core components. The case studies validated the theoretical aims 
of the core by showing how students transfer skills and knowledge across domains—such as 
applying TOK insights in CAS reflections or drawing on CAS experiences to formulate EE 
questions. Overall, the familiarization process enabled a rich initial mapping of how each core 
document aligns with the overarching goals of the IB Diploma Programme. The annotations and 
emerging themes formed a critical base for deeper coding and subsequent theme development, 
ensuring that the analysis remained grounded in authentic IB documentation and reflective of 
actual program design and practice. 
 
Table 2. Initial Coding Results Table 

Document Title Coded 
Segments 

Main Codes Generated 

TOK Subject Guide 2022 18 Integration with subjects, knowledge questions, 
assessment rubrics 

CAS Implementation 
Handbook 

15 Service learning, reflection prompts, student growth 
tracking 

EE Supervisor Support 
Guide 

17 Research scaffolding, supervisor feedback, 
academic rigor 
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Following the familiarization phase, the next step in the thematic analysis involved initial coding, 
where key passages from each document were examined in detail and labeled with emerging codes. 
This inductive process helped to uncover recurring patterns related to the integration of the IB core 
components (TOK, CAS, EE) and their impact on pedagogy, student reflection, assessment 
strategies, and learning outcomes. 
The TOK Subject Guide 2022 produced 18 coded segments, revealing codes such as integration 
with subjects, knowledge questions, and assessment rubrics. These codes highlighted how TOK 
serves as a bridge between subject disciplines and encourages deeper critical inquiry. The 
emphasis on knowledge questions and structured assessment tasks pointed to TOK’s role in 
cultivating epistemological awareness and aligning with broader curriculum goals. 
From the CAS Implementation Handbook, 15 coded segments were generated. Prominent codes 
included service learning, reflection prompts, and student growth tracking. These findings 
emphasized CAS’s experiential nature and the importance of structured reflection in guiding 
personal development. The coding also revealed the central role of documentation in ensuring that 
students track learning outcomes related to creativity, physical activity, and service. 
The EE Supervisor Support Guide yielded 17 coded segments, focused on research scaffolding, 
supervisor feedback, and academic rigor. The codes reflected how EE supervision provides a 
framework for independent inquiry while maintaining academic standards. The emphasis on the 
supervisor-student relationship and continuous feedback loops indicates a pedagogy grounded in 
mentorship and critical thinking. 
The IB Learner Profile Framework produced the highest number of coded segments (21), with 
dominant themes including learner development, attributes alignment, and values integration. This 
document reinforced the alignment between core components and the IB learner profile, which 
promotes the development of balanced, principled, and reflective students. The coding showed 
how TOK, CAS, and EE reinforce learner attributes like open-mindedness, inquiry, and risk-
taking. Lastly, Holistic Education in IB: Case Studies resulted in 19 coded segments. Key codes 
included core synergy, interdisciplinary outcomes, and real-world impact. These codes were 
especially valuable in illustrating how schools successfully integrate the three core components to 
produce measurable student growth. The case studies demonstrated how reflection in CAS can 
inform TOK presentations or how EE topics can emerge from CAS experiences, validating the 
IB’s holistic learning model. In sum, the initial coding phase provided a structured understanding 
of how each document contributes to the integration and effectiveness of the IB core. These codes 
will be further grouped and refined in the theme development phase, which aims to extract higher-
order insights from these grounded observations.  
 
Table 3. Theme Identification Table 

Theme Representative Codes Documents Contributing 
to Theme 

Pedagogical Integration Integration with subjects, knowledge 
questions, research scaffolding 

TOK Guide, EE Guide, 
Case Studies 

Reflective Practice and 
Personal Growth 

Reflection prompts, student growth 
tracking, service learning 

CAS Handbook, Learner 
Profile, Case Studies 

Academic Rigor and 
Research Development 

Supervisor feedback, academic 
honesty, assessment rubrics 

EE Guide, TOK Guide 

The theme identification phase involved grouping the previously generated codes into broader 
thematic constructs that represent the core nature and educational impact of integrating TOK, CAS, 
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and the EE in the International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programme. These themes provide a 
deeper understanding of how the core components function collectively to promote holistic 
learning and development. This theme reflects how the IB core promotes interconnected learning 
experiences across subjects. Codes such as integration with subjects, knowledge questions, and 
research scaffolding demonstrate how TOK and the EE, in particular, embed inquiry-based 
learning into the curriculum. These constructs illustrate that the core is not isolated from subject 
learning but instead provides pedagogical scaffolding that helps students apply concepts across 
disciplinary boundaries. Documents contributing to this theme included the TOK Guide, EE 
Guide, and Case Studies. 
A defining feature of CAS—and by extension, all IB core components—is the emphasis on 
reflection. This theme emerged from codes such as reflection prompts, student growth tracking, 
and service learning. These practices encourage students to evaluate their experiences, values, and 
actions, fostering emotional intelligence and personal development. Reflection is also encouraged 
in TOK journals and EE process documentation. Documents informing this theme include the CAS 
Handbook, Learner Profile, and Case Studies. This theme captures the academic depth of the IB 
core, especially through the Extended Essay. Codes such as supervisor feedback, academic 
honesty, and assessment rubrics highlight the structured nature of student inquiry and the high 
standards expected in research and presentation. TOK contributes to this rigor by helping students 
question sources and construct sound arguments. The EE Guide and TOK Guide were central in 
developing this theme. 
The IB Learner Profile is the philosophical backbone of the Diploma Programme, and this theme 
shows how the core supports the development of learner attributes such as being reflective, 
principled, and open-minded. Codes like attributes alignment, values integration, and learner 
development demonstrate that the core doesn’t only aim at academic competence but also ethical 
and emotional maturity. Contributions came primarily from the Learner Profile and CAS 
Handbook. The final theme reflects the IB’s goal of equipping students to apply their learning in 
complex, real-world contexts. Codes such as interdisciplinary outcomes, real-world impact, and 
core synergy show how the combination of TOK, CAS, and EE creates opportunities for students 
to engage with societal issues, explore global challenges, and draw connections across knowledge 
areas. This theme was particularly informed by Case Studies, TOK Guide, and CAS Handbook. 
 
Table 4. Reviewing Themes Table 
Theme Consistency 

Across 
Sources 

Supports 
Research 
Objectives 

Notes from Review 

Pedagogical Integration High Yes Strong alignment with TOK and 
EE pedagogical aims 

Reflective Practice and 
Personal Growth 

High Yes Reflected consistently in CAS 
and student reflections 

Academic Rigor and 
Research Development 

Moderate Yes Less emphasized in CAS, but 
central in EE 

Alignment with Learner 
Profile 

High Yes Closely tied to IB mission and 
learner profile development 

Interdisciplinary Synergy 
and Real-World Relevance 

Moderate Yes Examples were school-specific; 
generalization limited 
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The reviewing themes phase involved critically assessing the thematic constructs developed earlier 
to ensure they were consistently supported across multiple sources and aligned with the research 
objectives. This step ensures analytical rigor and reinforces the credibility of the findings by 
verifying that themes are not isolated interpretations but reflect recurring patterns in the data. 
This theme showed high consistency across sources, particularly in the TOK Guide, EE Supervisor 
Guide, and case studies. It strongly supports the research objective of understanding how the IB 
core components are embedded within broader teaching and learning practices. The theme 
demonstrates how TOK and EE reinforce interdisciplinary connections and promote inquiry-based 
instruction. This alignment confirms the value of the core in enhancing subject learning through 
integrated pedagogy. 
Similarly, this theme also showed high consistency across documents, especially within the CAS 
Implementation Handbook and Learner Profile Framework. Reflection is central to the CAS 
program and is echoed in student documentation and core assessment tasks. The recurring 
emphasis on student journaling, goal-setting, and critical self-evaluation affirms that personal 
growth is a deeply embedded learning outcome in the IB core. This theme strongly supports the 
objective of evaluating the holistic impact of core integration. 
This theme demonstrated moderate consistency. It was very well-supported by the Extended Essay 
materials and partially reflected in the TOK assessment framework. However, it was less 
emphasized in the CAS context, which focuses more on experience and engagement than academic 
output. Despite this variability, the theme is essential to understanding how the IB core prepares 
students for university-level thinking and writing. It supports the research objective related to 
academic readiness and the cultivation of scholarly skills. 
This theme had high consistency and was reflected clearly in the Learner Profile documentation, 
CAS reflections, and TOK educational aims. The attributes of the IB learner—such as being 
principled, balanced, and reflective—are regularly referenced across core documents. This 
indicates a strong alignment between the core activities and the broader developmental goals of 
the IB mission. The consistency and relevance of this theme make it a cornerstone for 
understanding the holistic ethos of the programme. 
While conceptually significant, this theme exhibited moderate consistency. It was richly illustrated 
in case studies and anecdotal examples, but less formally embedded in core guides. The examples 
often came from specific school implementations, limiting the generalizability of this theme across 
the IB system. Nevertheless, it remains relevant to the research objective of understanding how 
the core promotes real-world application and integrated thinking. In summary, all five themes were 
found to support the research objectives, with varying degrees of consistency. Themes like 
Pedagogical Integration, Reflective Practice, and Learner Profile Alignment are especially robust 
and widely supported. These insights will form the basis for the next analytical phase—Defining 
and Naming Themes—where thematic constructs are sharpened and interpreted in alignment with 
the final research narrative. 
 
Table 5. Defined and Named Themes Table 

Theme 
Name 

Definition Literature Examples 

Integrated 
Pedagogy 

Describes how TOK, CAS, and EE 
are woven into subject teaching 
and learning strategies. 

Case studies show teachers linking TOK 
questions to subject content (Van Oord, 
2013). 



OTS Canadian Journal 55 

Reflective 
Growth 

Highlights the role of structured 
reflection in fostering emotional 
and intellectual growth. 

CAS reflections are used to track student 
development and decision-making 
(Conrad & Openo, 2020). 

Rigorous 
Inquiry 

Focuses on the academic discipline 
developed through the EE and 
critical thinking in TOK. 

EE guidance stresses source credibility, 
academic honesty, and formal 
argumentation (IBO, 2016). 

In this final phase of the thematic analysis, each identified theme is clearly named and precisely 
defined, ensuring clarity in interpretation and alignment with the study’s focus. Supporting 
examples from existing literature are provided to validate each theme and illustrate how they 
manifest within the IB core’s implementation in practice. This theme captures how TOK, CAS, 
and EE are woven into subject-specific and interdisciplinary teaching practices. It emphasizes the 
curricular alignment across different domains of learning. For instance, as noted in Van Oord 
(2013), teachers often integrate TOK concepts like knowledge questions directly into their lessons, 
bridging theory and application. This pedagogical integration enhances cognitive connections and 
deepens understanding. This theme focuses on the role of reflection in student development, 
particularly within CAS, where students engage in structured journaling to assess their personal 
growth, decision-making, and challenges. As discussed by Conrad & Openo (2020), reflection 
prompts in CAS serve not just to log activities but to cultivate deeper awareness of ethical and 
emotional growth. TOK and EE also contribute to reflective development by encouraging self-
evaluation and questioning assumptions. 
"Rigorous Inquiry" highlights the academic depth and discipline fostered through the Extended 
Essay and the analytical framework of TOK. According to IBO (2016), EE guidance stresses 
formal research skills, critical source evaluation, and adherence to academic integrity. TOK 
complements this by teaching students to recognize biases and construct reasoned arguments. 
Together, they nurture skills critical for success in higher education and lifelong learning. 
This theme explains how the IB core supports the development of traits found in the IB Learner 
Profile, such as being reflective, principled, and open-minded. The learner profile is not an abstract 
goal; it is embedded in the design and expected outcomes of TOK, CAS, and EE. As noted in IBO 
(2015), all three components challenge students to act ethically, engage in self-discovery, and 
value diversity—core tenets of a global learner identity. Finally, this theme emphasizes how 
students apply what they learn in real-life contexts, especially through CAS initiatives and EE 
research projects. Hill (2012) documents how students often choose EE topics based on their CAS 
experiences, such as community development or environmental advocacy. This real-world 
engagement illustrates the program’s success in encouraging practical, socially conscious learning 
that extends beyond the classroom. These well-defined themes synthesize the essence of how the 
IB core promotes holistic, student-centered, and globally relevant education. Each theme is not 
only grounded in empirical literature but also provides a framework for understanding the 
transformative impact of integrating TOK, CAS, and EE. 

5. Synthesis of Findings 

The integration of TOK, CAS, and the Extended Essay (EE) in the IB Diploma Programme is not 
merely a structural feature of the curriculum—it is a deliberate embodiment of the IB’s mission to 
develop inquiring, knowledgeable, and caring young people who help to create a better and more 
peaceful world. The findings of this study strongly align with the IB philosophy of holistic 
education, where learning transcends disciplinary boundaries and cultivates intellectual, 
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emotional, and ethical development. The theme of Integrated Pedagogy illustrates how IB 
educators utilize TOK and EE to deepen classroom instruction and link academic content to 
broader epistemological questions. This supports the IB’s focus on interdisciplinary understanding 
and critical thinking, equipping students to see knowledge as interconnected rather than 
compartmentalized. Implementation practices, such as integrating TOK knowledge questions into 
subject units or guiding EE topics through curriculum links, reinforce this approach and help 
students develop a cohesive understanding of their learning. 
In Reflective Growth, the emphasis on journaling, student voice, and goal-setting reflects the IB’s 
belief in learning through experience and introspection. CAS, in particular, becomes a space for 
students to articulate their personal development, confront ethical dilemmas, and evaluate their 
role in society—values that are central to the IB learner profile. Through structured reflection, 
students begin to internalize attributes such as being caring, balanced, and open-minded, 
confirming the philosophical aim of nurturing the whole individual. Rigorous Inquiry, as identified 
in both TOK and EE, aligns with the IB's commitment to academic excellence and integrity. The 
development of research skills, critical evaluation of sources, and formal argumentation reflects 
the learning outcome of becoming independent, life-long learners capable of engaging with 
complex ideas. Implementation practices such as EE writing workshops, supervisor meetings, and 
TOK exhibitions all contribute to embedding these research values early in the student journey. 
The theme Learner Identity Alignment confirms that the core components serve not only academic 
goals but are deeply tied to personal identity formation. The attributes of the IB learner profile are 
reinforced across core experiences, where students must engage with others, reflect on their 
beliefs, and act responsibly. Implementation strategies—such as service-based CAS projects or EE 
topics related to personal or local issues—help students see themselves as global citizens in a 
shared world. Finally, Real-World Connected Learning brings the educational philosophy full 
circle by highlighting how the IB core encourages students to move beyond theory into action. 
Whether through CAS projects that address real community needs or EE research inspired by local 
challenges, students are encouraged to apply their learning to authentic problems, aligning with 
the IB’s goal of creating principled, action-oriented graduates. This theme also demonstrates how 
the core supports transformational learning, where students not only gain knowledge but are 
inspired to contribute meaningfully to their communities. Together, these themes form a 
comprehensive narrative that confirms the IB core is more than a curricular requirement—it is a 
dynamic and transformative framework that operationalizes the IB philosophy. The synergy 
between TOK, CAS, and EE fosters an environment where students are challenged academically, 
nurtured emotionally, and inspired to act ethically. This synthesis underscores the core’s role in 
shaping graduates who are not only university-ready but also globally minded, reflective, and 
engaged citizens. 

6. Discussion 

The integration of the International Baccalaureate (IB) core components—Theory of Knowledge 
(TOK), Creativity, Activity, Service (CAS), and the Extended Essay (EE)—presents a unique 
model of holistic education that emphasizes academic inquiry, personal growth, and global 
citizenship. This study, using qualitative analysis of secondary data, sought to understand the 
nature, implementation, and educational impact of integrating these components across IB World 
Schools. The findings offer valuable insights into the structural coherence of the IB core and its 
alignment with the programme’s philosophical and pedagogical goals. 



OTS Canadian Journal 57 

One of the most compelling insights from the data is how the integration of the IB core directly 
supports the development of the "whole student." Rather than treating TOK, CAS, and EE as 
separate projects, many schools strategically align these elements to reinforce key educational 
outcomes. This approach is consistent with the IB’s learner-centric philosophy and the broader 
educational theory of constructivism, which emphasizes interconnected knowledge and learner 
agency. For example, case studies and documentation reviewed in this study reveal that when 
students explore EE topics that grow out of CAS experiences or address knowledge issues 
discussed in TOK, their learning becomes more meaningful and interconnected. This horizontal 
alignment enhances metacognitive skills and encourages students to draw connections between 
their academic and experiential learning, thereby promoting deeper understanding and more 
engaged learning processes. Another dominant theme in the data is the emphasis on reflection as 
both a practice and outcome. Reflection is central to CAS documentation, EE process journals, 
and TOK exhibitions. Through these reflective mechanisms, students become more aware of their 
values, biases, strengths, and areas for improvement. This reflective dimension aligns closely with 
the IB Learner Profile and contributes significantly to the development of student identity. As 
noted by Conrad & Openo (2020), reflection helps students evaluate their learning journeys and 
assess the ethical dimensions of their actions. In this way, the IB core does not merely deliver 
content knowledge but also shapes learners’ moral reasoning, empathy, and global awareness. The 
integration of structured and ongoing reflection allows students to internalize the IB’s mission, 
supporting the development of principled and reflective learners. 
The EE and TOK, in particular, were found to play a critical role in fostering academic discipline. 
The Extended Essay provides students with early exposure to independent research, formal 
academic writing, and methodological thinking. This experience prepares them for the demands 
of university-level study. TOK complements this by promoting epistemological questioning—
encouraging students to consider not just what they know, but how they know it. 
Despite the clear benefits, some studies in the literature raise concerns about uneven 
implementation of the EE across schools, particularly those with limited resources or newer IB 
status. The quality of supervision, access to academic databases, and familiarity with citation tools 
can all influence the effectiveness of EE delivery. These discrepancies suggest that while academic 
rigor is a goal of the IB core, its realization may depend on local institutional capacity and teacher 
training. Although the IB provides comprehensive guides for the core components, implementation 
often varies across schools due to contextual factors such as faculty expertise, school size, and 
cultural context. For instance, the theme of “Real-World Connected Learning” is strongly 
emphasized in some schools through CAS projects that address community needs or EE topics 
rooted in local issues. However, in other cases, these connections may be less explicit or superficial 
due to lack of time, administrative support, or student motivation. 
Similarly, while pedagogical integration is a stated goal, it is not always fully realized in practice. 
Some schools treat TOK, CAS, and EE as isolated tasks, limiting their holistic potential. This 
suggests a need for more integrated planning and professional development to help educators 
facilitate meaningful connections between the components. A key factor influencing the success 
of core integration is the degree to which school leaders and teachers share a common 
understanding of the IB philosophy. In schools where professional development is prioritized and 
staff work collaboratively to plan interdisciplinary projects, the core is more effectively integrated. 
In contrast, in settings where CAS, TOK, and EE are managed independently by separate 
coordinators without strategic alignment, integration may be less successful. The review also 
highlighted that ongoing professional learning opportunities, including workshops on 
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interdisciplinary planning and reflective pedagogy, can significantly enhance the quality of core 
delivery. Furthermore, examples of successful implementation often include school cultures that 
value innovation, experimentation, and student voice—qualities that are congruent with the ethos 
of the IB. The core’s adaptability across diverse cultural contexts further highlights its strength. 
While the components are standardized, their implementation can be tailored to reflect local 
values, social issues, and educational priorities. For example, CAS projects in rural schools may 
focus on environmental sustainability, while urban schools might emphasize social justice 
initiatives. This flexibility ensures that the IB core remains relevant and impactful across 
geopolitical boundaries while maintaining a coherent global identity. However, this adaptability 
also requires careful monitoring to ensure fidelity to the program's intended outcomes. Schools 
must balance cultural customization with the integrity of assessment criteria and the philosophical 
underpinnings of the core. 
 
7. Conclusion 
This study undertook a comprehensive examination of the interconnected structure and educational 
value of the three foundational elements of the International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma 
Programme—Theory of Knowledge (TOK), Creativity, Activity, Service (CAS), and the Extended 
Essay (EE). Utilizing a qualitative research design, the study analyzed a broad range of secondary 
sources, including official IB publications, pedagogical handbooks, assessment frameworks, and 
case study literature drawn from diverse IB World Schools. The research sought to uncover not 
only the distinct purposes of each core component but also the synergistic relationships among 
them that give rise to a holistic and transformative learning experience. 
The findings revealed that TOK, CAS, and EE are far more than isolated academic requirements; 
rather, they form a tripartite framework that underpins the IB’s vision of comprehensive student 
development. Each component contributes uniquely—TOK through philosophical inquiry and 
epistemological exploration; CAS through experiential learning and community involvement; and 
EE through independent academic research and scholarly discipline. However, when integrated 
intentionally and strategically, these elements become mutually reinforcing, enabling students to 
develop a cohesive understanding of knowledge, self, and society. 
Thematic analysis of the documents identified five dominant themes that characterize successful 
integration: Integrated Pedagogy, where core components are aligned with subject learning and 
instructional planning; Reflective Growth, emphasizing personal and emotional development 
through structured reflection; Rigorous Inquiry, highlighting the academic demands and research 
capabilities developed through the EE and TOK; Learner Identity Alignment, showing how the 
core fosters attributes of the IB Learner Profile such as principled action, open-mindedness, and 
self-awareness; and Real-World Connected Learning, illustrating the application of knowledge 
and skills to authentic, socially meaningful contexts. These themes reflect the IB’s central mission 
to cultivate inquiring, knowledgeable, and caring young people who are capable of engaging with 
complex global issues and contributing to a better world. Ultimately, the study underscores the 
transformative potential of the IB core when delivered with coherence, intentionality, and 
philosophical fidelity. It provides a framework for understanding how the integration of TOK, 
CAS, and EE operationalizes the IB's educational ideals and enhances both academic achievement 
and global citizenship. 
 
7. Recommendations 
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• Encourage Collaborative Planning Across Core Components: Schools should promote 
shared planning between TOK, CAS, and EE coordinators to ensure thematic and 
pedagogical alignment. Interdisciplinary meetings and shared reflection frameworks can 
strengthen coherence. 

• Invest in Continuous Professional Development: Teacher training must include 
strategies for integrating core elements with subject content and learner attributes. Specific 
focus should be placed on reflective pedagogy, inquiry design, and academic mentorship. 

• Standardize Reflective Practice Across Components: Schools should provide students 
with uniform reflection tools across TOK, CAS, and EE to enhance metacognitive 
connections and allow easier monitoring of student growth. 

• Strengthen Resource Equity: IB organizations and school leadership must address 
disparities in access to academic resources (e.g., research databases, supervisor time) to 
ensure all students benefit equally from the core experience. 

• Showcase Best Practices: Encourage IB World Schools to publish their models of 
successful integration (through IB’s online platforms or journals) to share knowledge and 
innovation within the global IB community. 

8. Limitations 
This study has several limitations. First, it relied entirely on secondary data sources, which 
limited the ability to gather real-time perceptions from students, teachers, or coordinators. 
Second, while the documents used were varied and representative, they may not capture the full 
complexity of implementation in diverse local contexts. Third, the qualitative nature of the 
analysis prevents generalization to all IB schools, especially those with different administrative 
or cultural settings. Finally, the study did not directly assess student outcomes, which would 
require longitudinal or mixed-method designs. 
 
9. Practical Implications 
The findings of this study hold meaningful implications for IB schools, educators, and policy-
makers: 

• For Educators: The themes and strategies identified can help teachers more effectively 
integrate TOK, CAS, and EE into their subject teaching and student advisory roles. 

• For Coordinators: Practical alignment tools can support coordinated programming, 
documentation, and assessment practices across the three core elements. 

• For IB Program Designers: The IB may use insights from such research to refine 
curriculum guides and training modules that promote stronger thematic integration and 
philosophical coherence. 

• For School Leaders: Investment in staff collaboration, reflective planning, and support 
systems will lead to a more cohesive and enriching core experience for students. 

10. Suggestions for Future Studies 

• Conduct Mixed-Method Research: Future research should incorporate surveys and 
interviews with students and educators to understand their lived experiences with core 
integration. 
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• Longitudinal Studies: Investigating how students’ engagement with TOK, CAS, and EE 
influences their post-secondary success or civic participation over time would deepen 
understanding of long-term impact. 

• Comparative Studies: Research comparing core integration between different IB 
schools—urban vs. rural, private vs. public, or across different countries—could reveal 
valuable variations in implementation and outcomes. 

• Technology and Integration: As digital tools increasingly support CAS reflections and 
EE supervision, future studies could explore how technology enhances or hinders the 
integration process. 

• Student Voice and Agency: Additional research should focus on how students perceive 
their autonomy and identity development through engagement with the core, especially in 
multicultural settings. 
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