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GROUP 5: MATHEMATICS

Four tips for after your first exam
Kristy Hessler provides tips on how to stay on top of things during exam season

• Before the exams, follow your typical routine of assessment 
preparation with the specific IB suggestions to gain confidence and 
clarity before you enter the exam room. 
• During the exams, stay focused and calm as you read carefully 
through each question. Consider a logical approach, use your GDC to 
support your work, and clearly demonstrate your process to arrive at 
an appropriate solution.
• After the exams, reflect on each paper and your experience to gain 
closure and to prepare for the challenge of the next assessment.

Key points 

There will be some questions you cannot anticipate. In these cases, 
skills you have developed from your TOK classes may help. Looking 
at a question from a different perspective, thinking critically like a 
mathematician and looking for patterns or applying problem-solving 
techniques can get you through the more difficult questions. The 
longer, multi-step problems towards the end of the exam may require 
you to synthesise information from each part to see a greater solution 
at the end. 

Theory of knowledge 

Kristy Hessler is head of mathematics at the International 
Academy, USA. She has taught IBDP mathematics courses for 
9 years and is an IB advocate and mathematics enthusiast. 

Once you have completed your first exam, it can be tempting 
to worry about what you did wrong, but it is much more 
useful to look at the lessons you can learn for future papers.

After exams…
1 Do not make the same mistakes on paper 2: however you feel 
paper 1 went, you can still learn from the experience. Briefly brush 
up on weak points and reflect on your first real IB mathematics 
paper. The same questions will not show up again, but some of the 
solution processes may, so use this opportunity to be prepared. 
2 Consider which topics were missing from paper 1: IB 
exam writers will cover all topics of the study guide. If some topics 
were missing from the first paper, they may get extra focus on the 
next. Some topics lend themselves more to each paper, especially 
if you are allowed to use a GDC on one and not the other. For 
example, calculating probabilities for non-special cases of normal 
distribution, binomial distributions, and Poisson distributions for 
HL will probably not show up on a non-calculator paper. 
3 The next paper is a new opportunity: whatever happened in 
your first paper is behind you, and you cannot change that result. 
Think of your next paper as a new opportunity to demonstrate your 
knowledge, and go into the exam room with confidence.

4 Your examinations are one form of assessment: you have 
gained a deeper understanding of the mathematics field that cannot 
be completely assessed by your IB exams. To reward you for this 
depth of knowledge, some universities give credits for outstanding 
achievement in specific IB courses. Do some research into your 
chosen university to see what may be offered. 

Whether you are a Diploma candidate with more exams to come 
or if you are finished after your mathematics papers, take some time 
to reflect on the amazing accomplishments you have achieved as an 
IB mathematics student. 


