
Pedagogical support for the EE 

The supervisor‒student relationship 
A good working relationship between supervisor and student underpins students’ success in the 
extended essay. 

The EE supervision process 

Time frame 
The EE process̶from selecting a topic through to submitting the completed essay̶should take four 
to eight months. Within that period, the student should spend approximately 40 hours on the task. If 
the time frame is too long, students risk losing their momentum and direction, and if it is too short, 
they may not have sufficient time to fully explore their topic and develop the requisite skills. The model 
adopted will vary according to school context. 

The role of the supervisor 
Students and schools should work together to find an appropriately qualified supervisor from the 
school for each student. It is advisable that supervisors are familiar with the specific discipline involved, 
or more generally with the problem or issue under study. 
The primary responsibility for the essay lies with the student, but the supervisor mentors the student 
through each stage of the process. 
A good student‒topic‒supervisor fit is likely when the supervisor: 

• knows the student well 
• shares the student’s excitement and curiosity about the topic 
• is comfortable establishing a clear work plan with the student 
• follows up with timely feedback. 

The supervisor should: 

• mentor the student with advice on the skills of undertaking the research process 
• encourage and support the student throughout the research and writing of the EE 
• guide the student in formulating a well-focused research question that satisfies 

appropriate legal and ethical standards 
• ensure that the student understands the importance of using credible/accurate sources. 

The supervisor is not responsible for verifying specific content within the student's EE. The 
supervisor isresponsible for verifying that the essay is the student’s own work and that the student has 
properly acknowledged all her or his sources. 

  



What schools must put in place 
Schools’ systems for supporting the process of supervision will vary according to: 

• the number of students and supervisors 
• the variety of subjects on offer 
• timetabling or scheduling within the school. 

However, all schools must ensure the following elements are in place. 

1 Essential skills training for students 
Before their first supervision meeting, students should undertake training in: 

• research methodology 
• skills related to academic honesty, such as referencing and technology literacy. 

This could include general introductions to research methods, followed by more specific subject- or 
skills-related training. 

2 Collaboration between supervisors and coordinators 
Supervisors and coordinators need to work together to ensure: 

• they have a shared understanding of the responsibilities of a supervisor 
• there is a planned schedule for the three mandatory reflection sessions, followed by students 

completing the required section of the RPPF 
• there is a timeline with clear internal deadlines and agreed processes for referral and support if 

needed 
• the librarian is fully included in the process, to support students as and when required. 

3 Shared understanding between supervisors and students 
Supervisors and students need a shared understanding of their respective roles̶see “The supervisor”. 

• Supervisors, in consultation with students, should set a clear agenda for each of their meetings. 
• Students should bring elements from their Researcher’s reflection space to each session, to 

enable meaningful and purposeful discussion. 

  



Supervision model̶an example 
The total time permitted is between three and five hours. 

Meetings 
The following supervision model has three stages and includes six targeted meetings: 

• three mandatory reflection sessions recorded on the RPPF 
• three check-in sessions that involve both student and supervisor input. 

However, some students may require more check-in sessions. 
The supervisor uses each session to guide the student at key moments in the EE process. 

Preparation 
It is vital that the student and supervisor are well prepared for each session. For example, the student 
may need to send some materials to the supervisor in advance (such as parts of the essay, or excerpts 
from the RRS). At stage three, students must submit their full draft to the supervisor in good time for 
them to read and provide feedback to the student. 

Timing 
In the model below, the first three sessions take place quite close together (possibly within one month) 
as they are important in establishing the preliminaries for the essay. This work provides the essential 
preparation for the first reflection session. 
After this session, the student should clarify the research question to guide their inquiry in preparation 
for the interim reflection session. 
At this point, there will likely be a period from one to three months (for example, a long vacation) while 
the student is building the body of the essay, culminating in a completed draft to be ready for the third 
check-in session. 
There is likely to be over a month between the third check-in session and the final reflection, the viva 
voce. 

Stage one: Subject and topic selection 

Timeline: Suggested time 1–2 months 

Focus: Preliminary research/narrowing the focus/framing a research question 

1. The coordinators or experienced EE supervisors introduce students to the EE process. 
2. Students consult the appropriate subject guides to check their area of research complies with the general 

requirements of the subject. 
3. Students must be aware of and understand the concept of academic honesty in the context of the EE process. 

• Does the student understand the nature of the EE? 
• Has the student chosen a viable area of research? 
• Does it fit in with the chosen subject area specifications? 
• What sections of the guide might be helpful to my student at this time? 



• Has the student been trained in study and referencing skills—may we need to run sessions in researching and study 
skills with the library? 

Session Questions to consider 

Check-in session 1: Initial ideas 
• What sparked the student’s interest in this chosen 

subject area? 
• What background reading has the student done? 
• How is the student planning on organizing himself 

or herself and managing the RRS? 
• Has the student chosen a provisional research 

question that is viable with the subject criteria? 
• What are the next steps in conducting his or her 

research? 

Check-in session 2: Resource-gathering and research 
question 

• Will the student be able to collect sufficient 
resources to effectively answer the research 
question? 

• Will the student need to revise the research question 
to ensure it promotes an analytical approach? 

• Might the student need a different approach and a 
new focus for the question? 

First formal reflection session: To enter on the RPPF 

Student development of refined research proposal 

• Has the student developed a working research 
question? 

• Has the student been made aware of any ethical 
issues in relation to the intended topic and proposed 
research methods? 

• Does the student have a good grounding in the 
relevant theories, methodologies or findings of the 
subject? 

Stage two: Development and discussion of parts of the essay 

Timeline: Suggested time 2–3 months 

Focus: Interim reflection session: to enter on the RPPF 

• Has the student encountered any obstacles/problems in the research process and how have you overcome them? 
• Is the research question clear and refined? 
• How has the student's understanding of the question/topic changed? 
• Are there any inconsistencies in the argument and analysis? 
• Is the argument well structured and coherent? 
• Has the student provided enough evidence to support a reasoned argument? 
• Has the student critically evaluated her or his research? 
• Can the student share his or her reflective space? 



Session Questions to consider 

Check-in 3: Complete draft for supervisor comment* The student goes away and reflects on the supervisor’s 
comments on the full draft of the essay. 

• Does the essay have a clear introduction that 
addresses the research question? 

• Does the essay comply with the requirements, 
including formatting? 

• Has the student referenced his or her work 
correctly? 

• Are there any issues concerning academic integrity? 

*Further guidance for the supervisor: 

While you cannot make detailed annotations on the text of the essay, it is quite legitimate to ask a number of pointed 
questions that will lead the student to go away and reflect on their work, for example: 

• I’m not sure I follow your argument here. 
• What did you mean—perhaps you can express this section more clearly? 
• Are you sure all your findings/data are accurate? 
• Are there some adjustments/changes that you might make to improve this essay? 

Stage three: Completed extended essay 

Timeline: Suggested time 1–2 months 

Focus: Final reflection, viva voce: Completion of the RPPF 

• The final essay is submitted and can be followed up with the viva voce. The supervisor should have read the final 
essay in preparation. 

• Can the student give examples from the Researcher's reflection space to show how they have grown as a learner 
through the process? 

• What research skills and/or conceptual understanding has the student acquired through the completion of the EE? 
• What other skills such as time management, decision-making or thinking skills has the student learned? 
• What has the student learned about the topic, the research process and their own learning and any new questions 

they have uncovered? 
• What does the student think were successes in this process? 
• What was the most rewarding aspect of the entire process? 
• How will this experience prepare the student for future work of this nature (in college or employment)? 
• What is the personal significance of the work they have done? 

Guidance on final submission 

Following the final reflection session, the following steps should be followed: 

• The student must complete the last candidate comment section of the RPPF. 
• The student then signs and dates the form and submits it to the supervisor. 



• The supervisor adds the final comment to authenticate the process by signing and dating the form. 

The extended essay and RPPF are now ready for submission to the IB. 

Contracting 
Contracting is the process of reaching agreement between supervisor and student about how they will 
work together and their expectations of each other. It is the basis of their understanding of their 
working relationship for the duration of the student’s EE process. 
Each student works in a different way and the supervisor first needs to find out how a particular 
student learns and thinks. Then they will be able to choose together the most appropriate forms of 
support for that student. 
This section offers three teaching ideas for establishing a good working relationship between 
supervisor and student: 

• the shield 
• great expectations 
• the lotus. 

The shield 
This might be a pre-drawn shield divided into four or the supervisor can simply ask the student to 
divide a page into four. Each part is given a heading: 

• Who I am 
• My passions and interests 
• Me as a learner 
• What I find challenging. 

The student writes under each heading. This is used as a starting point to give the supervisor an 
understanding of the student and so guide their relationship. 

Great expectations 
Both the student and the supervisor write a list of: 

• what they expect from each other 
• how they want to work 
• practicalities (number of meetings, length of meetings). 

Each shares their list with the other and together they draw up a list of the guidelines to guide their 
processes and meetings. It is also important to discuss how the meetings will be run and for the 
supervisor to clearly state how to give feedback in different ways. It’s therefore important to establish 
how this will work for each individual student to make sure any feedback or evaluation is constructive 
and achieves its purpose. 

The lotus 
This is an exercise that can be used to generate ideas. It works on a “blossoming” principle. The 
student draws a box in the centre of the page and writes their area of inquiry inside it. They then draw 
four diagonal lines from each of the four corners of the square and draw a square at the end of each 



line. This creates a central box surrounded by four smaller boxes. They write aspects related to their 
area of inquiry in each of the four smaller boxes. 
They then draw four diagonal lines from each of the four corners of the four smaller squares and draw 
a square at the end of each line. They write aspects for each of the areas they have identified in the 
smaller boxes. This creates a central box surrounded by four smaller boxes, each surrounded in turn 
by four more small boxes. This exercise gives students the opportunity to identify key ideas and the 
various aspects that need to be examined. 
It provides a good starting point for the supervisor and the student to discuss the nature of the EE 
and the various aspects the student needs to explore. 

Questioning 
The supervisor can help the student reflect by careful questioning: 

• basic questioning̶“why did you do that?” 
• academic̶“how might you explain this?” 
• personal̶“how are you getting on?” 

Questions that help student reflection can be divided into five categories: 

• Patterning questions̶questions that connect knowledge and understanding in order to 
generate new insights and perspectives 

o “What is the relationship between architecture and politics?” 
• Dynamic questions̶“how” questions that are related to action and process 

o “How will I make this model of a structure stand without support?” 
• Speculative questions̶questions that look at the possibilities and encourage creativity using “if” 

as key wording in the question 
o “What if we build underwater?” 

• Evaluative questions̶questions that measure the extent to which something has been achieved 
or has been successful against predetermined criteria and goals 

o “To what extent is an underwater structure safe?” 
• Affective questions̶questions that have a pastoral motivation and are designed to check the 

student’s well-being, progress and feelings about their learning and progress 
o “What impact will this new direction have on your scheduling for this task?” 

To the answer… and beyond 
The point at which students believe they’ve got near to a solution is the very point when they should be 
asking more complex questions. This will lead them not just to the solution, but beyond it, producing 
original and innovative approaches to the area of inquiry. It is the supervisor’s role to help them 
achieve this. 

Feedback and evaluation 
Evaluation, including self-evaluation, is another distancing technique. 
It requires the students to look at something (be it their own work or that of another) from a distance 
and to judge it. This judgment of what has been produced and how, what has worked and what hasn’t, 
is measured against pre-set objectives and criteria. 
Evaluation may take place at certain points during the development of the EE as well as at the end of 
it. 



But evaluative reflection and feedback should always be future-oriented. They should be formulated in 
terms of “So what?”, “What impact?”, “What next?” and “How next time?” 
What to do with feedback, and how to use it, is a key feature of learning through reflection. However, 
feedback has to be managed carefully. Its timing and how it “lands” are important things to consider. 

SAFE framework for feedback 
The SAFE framework categorizes feedback into four types and is a useful guide for supervisors. 

• Share̶This is primarily an exercise in sharing work and ideas. It is judgment-free and is 
designed to affirm as well as develop the students’ work. The supervisor’s role is to examine the 
student’s work and to share their ideas and suggestions. There is a sense of collaboration and 
of trying to solve a problem together.  
Timing: early to mid project 

• Affirm̶This is a response designed to confirm success and achievements, responding to what 
a student has done so far, why and its impact. It is important for students to feel they are 
making progress and affirmation is particularly useful during the “dips” in the process. 
Sometimes this is all a student needs to move them on.  
Timing: any time 

• Feedback̶General feedback helps the student to develop their work and to overcome 
particular problems and obstacles. It focuses on what they have and haven’t done as well as 
how they have done it. It examines difficulties as well as possibilities and asks students to reflect 
on their own approaches and progress.  
Timing: mid project 

• Evaluate̶This is a measure of the student’s success in achieving goals, answering questions 
and developing skills. It is based on the student’s work, their original objectives and criteria for 
success and a discussion about how this evaluation will affect their future work.  
Timing: end of project 

The SAFE approach requires the supervisor and the student to decide together which type of 
response is most appropriate at any given time. Negotiating what type of response would be most 
useful can be very helpful, with some provisos. 
  



Guiding questions 
The questions listed below are designed to use with students during their check-in and/or reflection 
sessions. 
They fall into three stages: 

• initial̶deciding on an area of research 
• interim̶during the research and writing process 
• final̶summative reflection on the EE process. 

Overview of supervisor role 

The supervisor: 

• provides the student with advice on the research process and help with the requisite skills 
• encourages and supports the student throughout the research and writing of the EE. 
• Guides the student in formulating a well-focused research question that satisfies appropriate legal and ethical 

standards 
• is not expected to verify content within the student’s EE. It is the student’s responsibility to make sure credible and 

accurate sources have been used 
• is responsible for authenticating that the essay is the student’s own work. 

The following table provides some example guiding questions that you might use during the 
supervision process with students in both their check-in and reflection sessions. These are neither 
prescriptive nor exhaustive, and it is not expected that you would ask every question. The questions 
have been organized based on the three stages of the EE process. 

Stage Focus Possible guiding questions 

Initial Deciding on an area of 
research: 

• Topic 
• Possible 

methods 
• Designing a 

research 
question 

• Approach 
• Audience 

• What has motivated you to research this topic? 
• What do you already know about the topic? 
• What are some of the ideas/questions you have about this topic? 
• What background reading have you done, if any? 
• What are the EE requirements for the subject in which your 

topic is located? 
• Does your topic fit in with the chosen subject area 

specifications? 
• Do you understand the nature of the EE? 
• Have you chosen a viable area of research? 
• What sections of the guide might be helpful to you at this time? 
• Have you had any training in research skills? 
• How are you planning to organize yourself and manage your 

researcher’s reflection space? 
• What do you think are the next steps in conducting your 

research? 
• Have you chosen a provisional research question that meets the 

subject criteria? 
• Where are you searching for reliable sources? 
• Will you be able to collect sufficient resources to effectively 

answer the research question? 
• Will you need to revise your research question to ensure it 

promotes an analytical approach? 



• What challenges/obstacles have you encountered, if any? 
• What can you do about them? 
• What background information and/or data do you need to move 

forward to formulate a research question? 
• Have you developed a working research question? 
• What preliminary research question or questions are guiding 

your investigation? 
• Have you been made aware of any ethical issues in relation to 

the intended topic and proposed research methods? 
• Are there any ethical issues to be considered? 
• Do you have a good grounding in the relevant theories, 

methodologies or findings of the subject? 
• What is your theoretical/conceptual base for this topic? 
• What approaches to the topic/research question have you or 

might you develop for this topic? (See Extended essay guide for 
subject examples.) 

• Are you attaching drawings, MindMaps®, or recordings that 
show your thinking in your RRS? 

• What are the key resources you have investigated so far? 
(Students may have developed an annotated bibliography as part 
of the RRS.) 

• What needs to be done next? 
• When will you begin writing and how are you planning to 

manage your time? 
• What is the goal for the next meeting? 

Interim • Reviewing 
credible 
sources 

• Reviewing a 
clear and 
refined 
research 
question 

• Reviewing 
methodology 
used 

• Reviewing the 
development 
of the essay 

• Reviewing a 
viable 
argument on 
which to base 
the essay 

• Where are you now in the research process? 
• What have you achieved so far and how did you manage this? 
• What challenges have you faced and what strategies have you 

used to overcome these? 
• Have you encountered any obstacles/problems in the research 

process and how have you overcome them? 
• How are you conducting independent research and adhering to 

the academic honesty policy? 
• Is the research question clear and refined? 
• How has your understanding of the question/topic changed? 
• What changes need to be made in order to complete this 

research? 
• What have you learned that might affect the way you continue? 
• Are there any inconsistencies in your argument and analysis? 
• Is your argument well structured and coherent? 
• Have you provided enough evidence to support a reasoned 

argument? 
• Have you critically evaluated this research? 
• Will the examiner be able to follow your line of argument 

throughout the essay? 
• Are there any last-minute adjustments or changes that you might 

make to improve your essay? 

Final • Celebration of 
the completion 
of the essay 

• Outcome of 
the process 

• To what extent were your initial ideas realized? 
• Were your original plans/ideas realistic and appropriate? 
• What do you think your successes were in this process? 
• What was the most rewarding aspect of the entire process? 



• ATL skills 
learned 

• Reflection on 
what has been 
learned both in 
terms of the 
research topic 
and process 

• How will this experience prepare you for future work of this 
nature (in college or employment?) 

External mentors and the EE 
The IB expects that students will undertake the research for their EE and be supervised by a member 
of staff within the school. 
However, there may be cases when a student undertakes part of her or his research outside their 
school̶for example, at a university or other local institution. This should only be in rare circumstances 
and with explicit permission from the DP/EE coordinator. 
These students must still be allocated a supervisor within the school, who will complete the reflection 
sessions, comment and sign the RPPF. 
It is the school’s responsibility to ensure that the external mentor understands and is clear about the 
parameters of the guidance they can give. 
External mentors are required to sign a copy of a letter outlining the nature of the extended essay and 
including instructions about the level of guidance that is permitted. This must be given to the external 
mentor at the start of the process. 
The external mentor will also need to electronically sign, date and provide comments at the end of the 
mentoring role. 
The letter must be physically inserted in the appendix of the essay as part of the student’s EE 
document file rather than included as a scanned document. 
If a student has had an external mentor, this signed letter is an important part of the authentication of 
the essay. 
	


