
Extended Essay 
General Guidelines
The nature of the essay
The extended essay is an in-depth study of a limited topic. Emphasis is placed on 
the process of engaging in personal research, communication of ideas and 
information in a logical and coherent manner, and overall presentation of a formal 
essay in compliance with these guidelines. Many of these general issues, such as 
the way in which information is handled, the level of analysis and the quality of the 
argument, are assessed through general assessment criteria. 

The research question
When an appropriate topic has been chosen, the investigation must be narrowed 
and a specific research question formulated. For many extended essays this will be 
phrased in the form of a question, but alternatives such as launching the 
investigation with a hypothesis is acceptable. This research question will serve to 
maintain the purpose and orientation of the investigation. Questions should be 
challenging and interesting, but must be of a scope that can be explored within the 
constraints of the essay length, time, and resources available.

Essay Organization
After careful outlining and drafting, the majority of extended essays will follow a 
structure similar to that described below.

The introduction
The introduction should include:

an indication of why the topic chosen is interesting, important, or worthy of study
some background information and an attempt to place the topic in an appropriate context
an indication of whether the topic has been narrowed to a focus of more manageable proportions
a clearly and precisely stated research question
a clear concluding statement of the thesis and argument, i.e. the response to the research question that will 
subsequently be developed in the body of the essay

The body/development
The essential feature of the major section, or body, of the essay is the systematic 
development of a convincing answer to the research question. The structure and the 
approach to this section will be shaped by the conventions of the particular subject 



in which the extended essay is being undertaken. Some subjects may require sub-
headings for major sections within the main body. For example, scientific 
investigations will usually have separate sections for method and results. In some 
other subjects, however, sub-headings should be avoided because they disrupt the 
flow and unity of as essay.

The conclusion
The requirements of the conclusion are that it: is clearly stated

is relevant to the research question being investigated
is substantiated by the evidence presented
indicates issues, unresolved questions, and new questions that have emerged from the 
research

A formal essay
The extended essay should be presented as a formal essay. It should be written in a 
clear, correct style appropriate to the subject from which the topic is drawn. The 
use of typewriters or word processors is encouraged.

The length of the extended essay
The upper limit is 4,000 words for all extended essays. This upper limit includes 
the introduction, the body, the conclusion, and any quotations, but does not 
include:

the abstract
acknowledgements
the contents page
maps, charts, diagrams, annotated illustrations and tables the references/bibliography
appendices

Essays in excess of 4,000 words are subject to penalties, and examiners are not 
required to read material in excess of the word limit.

Title
The title should provide a clear indication of the focus of the essay. It should be 
precise and not necessarily phrased in the form of a question.

Abstract
An abstract not exceeding 300 words must be included. It does not serve as an 
introduction but presents a synopsis of the extended essay, and therefore should be 
written last. The inclusion of an abstract is intended to encourage students to 
examine closely the development of an argument within the extended essay and the 



pertinence of any conclusions they reach. It is also designed to allow readers to 
understand quickly the contents of the extended essay.
The minimum requirements for the abstract are to state clearly:

the research question being investigated
the scope of the investigation
the conclusion/s of the essay The abstract should be typed or word processed on one side 
of a sheet of paper, and placed immediately after the title page

Contents page
A contents page must be provided at the beginning of the extended essay and all 
pages should be numbered. An index is not required.

Illustrations
Presentation and overall neatness are important, and it is essential that illustrative 
material, if included, is well set out and used effectively. Graphs, diagrams, tables 
and maps are effective only if they are well labeled and can be interpreted with 
ease. All such material which is incorporated into the extended essay must be 
directly related to the text and acknowledged where appropriate. The use of 
photographs and postcards is acceptable only if they are captioned and/or 
annotated and are used to illustrate a specific point made in the extended essay.

References/bibliography
The direct or indirect use of the words of another person - written, oral, or 
electronic - must be acknowledged appropriately as must visual material, derived 
from another source. Failure to comply with this requirement will be viewed as 
plagiarism and will therefore be treated as a case of malpractice.
The bibliography or list of references should include only those works, such as 
books and journals, that have been consulted. An accepted form of quoting and 
documenting sources should be applied consistently. The major documentation 
systems are divided into two groups parenthetical in-text systems and numbered 
systems; either may be used, provided it is done consistently and clearly. It is good 
practice to study a major style guide appropriate to the subject of the extended 
essay so references can be listed professionally.
Each work consulted, regardless of whether or not it has already been cited as a 
reference, must be listed in the bibliography. The bibliography should specify: 
author/s, title, date and place of publication, and the name of the publisher, 
following consistently one standard method of listing sources. Possible examples 
are:



Peterson, A. D. C. Schools Across Frontiers: the story of the International Baccalaureate and the United 
World College. La Salle, Illinois: Open Court, 1987.
Peterson, A. D. C. (1987), Schools Across Frontiers: the story of the International Baccalaureate and the 
United World College, Open Court: La Salle, Illinois.
Institute for Aerospace Research (IAR). Flight Research. In National Research Council of Canada (NRC) 
[online]. 1996 [cited 1996-07-11]. Available from World Wide Web: <URL: http://www.iar.nrc.ca/iar/
fr_general-e.html>
Zieger, Herman E. “Aldehyde.”  The Software Toolworks Multimedia Encyclopedia. Vers. 1.5. Software 
Toolworks. Boston: Grolier, 1992.
Bruckman, Amy S. “MOOSE Crossing Proposal.”  mediamoo@media.mit.edu (20 Dec. 1994). Note that, 
for personal e-mail listings, the address should be omitted.

Appendices
Appendices are not an essential section of the extended essay and examiners are 
not required to read them, so care should be taken to include all information of 
direct relevance to the analysis and argument in the main part of the essay. Unless 
considered essential, complete lists of raw data should not be included in the 
extended essay.
An extended essay should not constantly refer to material presented in an appendix 
as this may disrupt its continuity.

The use of other media and materials
Apart from graphic material, materials in other media may be submitted only as 
supporting appendices and should not detract from the written extended essay.

Computers
The use of computers is encouraged where they are appropriate as tools for 
analyzing data relevant to the subject of the extended essay. Material such as a hard 
copy of computer output may be included in the extended essay, but any associated 
program should be referred to or reproduced, if original, only as an appendix. Only 
in computer science and physics (in particular circumstances) may programs be 
included as part of the extended essay. (See subject guidelines for Computer science, page 
57, and for Physics, page 108 for further details.)

Video tapes
The use of video tapes as supporting material is not permissible.
Audio tapes
The use of audio tapes as supporting material is permissible, but is not encouraged, 
and extra merit will not be given for the inclusion of audio tapes in support of an 
extended essay. Digital audio tapes are not acceptable.
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