


INTRODUCTION

Conceptual Understanding as the 
Foundation of MYP eAssessment
The introduction of eAssessment in the 
International Baccalaureate Middle Years 
Programme represents a deliberate shift in how 
student learning is evaluated. Rather than 
privileging recall or procedural familiarity, the 
MYP eAssessment is designed to assess 
students' ability to apply understanding in 
unfamiliar contexts. This approach reflects a 
long-standing principle of the IB: that meaningful 
learning is defined not by the accumulation of 
facts, but by the development of transferable 
understanding.

Despite this clarity in IB philosophy, a persistent 
misconception remains in many schools. 
eAssessment is often interpreted as a test of 
content coverage, factual knowledge, or exam 
technique. As a result, preparation frequently 
emphasises revision, exposure to large volumes 
of subject matter, and repeated practice with 
question formats. While such approaches may 
offer short-term reassurance, they do not 
consistently lead to success in the on-screen 
examinations.

This guide challenges that misconception. It 
argues that conceptual understanding is not an 
enrichment or extension of content learning, but 
the primary driver of success in MYP 
eAssessment.

The purpose of this resource is 
threefold: To clarify the central role of 
conceptual understanding within the 
MYP framework, as articulated in IB 
documentation. To demonstrate how 
MYP eAssessment tasks are 
intentionally designed to assess 
conceptual thinking rather than factual 
recall. To provide practical, classroom-
ready strategies that support the 
development of conceptual 
understanding in ways that directly 
enhance eAssessment performance.

This guide is intended for MYP teachers, 
coordinators, and school leaders who wish to 
align teaching and assessment practices with 
the authentic demands of eAssessment, while 
remaining faithful to the educational values that 
underpin the IB.



CHAPTER 1

Conceptual Understanding in the 
MYP: Purpose, Structure, and Intent
What is Conceptual 
Understanding?
Within the MYP, conceptual understanding refers 
to students' ability to recognise, explore, and 
apply broad organising ideas that give meaning 
to knowledge. It moves learning beyond isolated 
facts and procedures toward patterns, 
relationships, and generalisations that can be 
transferred across contexts and disciplines.

The IB defines concepts as "big ideas that have 
relevance within and across disciplines and help 
students to develop a deeper understanding of 
subject matter" (MYP: From Principles into 
Practice).

Conceptual understanding enables students to 
transfer learning to unfamiliar situations, identify 
patterns and relationships across topics and 
disciplines, apply knowledge purposefully rather 
than mechanically, engage in analysis, 
evaluation, and reflection, and develop 
understandings that endure beyond individual 
units or assessments.

These capacities are not incidental to the MYP. 
They are central to its design.

The Conceptual 
Architecture of the 
MYP
The MYP framework is explicitly structured 
around concepts. At its core are 16 key concepts, 
which provide broad, interdisciplinary lenses 
through which learning is explored. These 
concepts are complemented by related 
concepts, which bring disciplinary specificity and 
depth.

Key concepts are not intended to function as 
content labels or thematic headings. Rather, 
they act as intellectual organisers that allow 
students to connect knowledge, ask deeper 
questions, and make meaning across different 
contexts.

The 16 MYP key concepts are: 
Aesthetics, Change, Communication, 
Communities, Connections, Creativity, 
Culture, Development, Form, Global 
interactions, Identity, Logic, 
Perspective, Relationships, Systems, 
Time, place and space.

IB guidance is explicit that these concepts are 
transferable and interdisciplinary. Teachers are 
encouraged to draw on concepts from within and 
beyond their subject group to support both 
disciplinary and interdisciplinary learning.



Related Concepts: Disciplinary Depth
While key concepts provide breadth, related 
concepts provide focus within specific subject 
groups. Each subject guide prescribes a set of 
related concepts derived from the nature of the 
discipline itself. These concepts allow students 
to engage deeply with subject-specific ways of 
thinking while remaining connected to the 
broader conceptual framework of the MYP.

For example, in Sciences, related concepts such 
as form, function, interaction, and systems 
support scientific explanation and modelling. In 
Language and Literature, concepts such as 
perspective, purpose, structure, and theme 
support interpretation and textual analysis. In 
Individuals and Societies, concepts such as 
causality, relationships, significance, and identity 
support historical and geographical reasoning.

Together, key and related concepts form the 
conceptual backbone of MYP teaching, learning, 
and assessment.

Why Conceptual 
Understanding 
Matters
Research in cognitive science consistently 
demonstrates that learning organised around 
conceptual frameworks is more durable and 
transferable than learning organised around 
isolated facts. Conceptual understanding 
supports retention, by organising knowledge into 
meaningful structures; transfer, by enabling 
application in new and unfamiliar contexts; 
problem-solving, by providing mental models for 
reasoning; motivation, by helping students 
understand purpose and relevance; and 
international-mindedness, by encouraging 
thinking that transcends local or national 
contexts.

These outcomes align directly with the aims of 
the IB learner profile and the stated objectives of 
the MYP.

Understanding the conceptual foundations of the MYP is essential, but it is only the starting point. 
The next chapter examines how these conceptual intentions are realised in the design of MYP 
eAssessment, and why assessment tasks consistently prioritise conceptual application over factual 
recall.



CHAPTER 2

What the MYP eAssessment Is 
Designed to Measure
Concepts, Criteria, and Command Terms in 
Action
A persistent misunderstanding surrounding the 
MYP eAssessment is the belief that it functions 
primarily as a test of accumulated subject 
knowledge. While subject knowledge is 
necessary, it is not the focus of assessment 
design. The MYP eAssessment is constructed to 
evaluate how effectively students can use 
knowledge through conceptual understanding.

This chapter examines the design logic of the 
eAssessment by analysing three interrelated 
elements: MYP assessment criteria, command 
terms, and the role of concepts in examiner 
judgment. Together, these elements reveal that 
conceptual understanding is not an added value 
in eAssessment performance; it is the 
mechanism through which achievement is 
demonstrated.

The Design Philosophy 
of MYP eAssessment
The IB is explicit that MYP assessment, including 
eAssessment, is criterion-related, not norm-
referenced. Students are assessed against 
published criteria that describe progressive 
levels of achievement, rather than against each 
other.

Crucially, these criteria are derived directly from 
the MYP subject-group objectives, which are 
themselves framed around conceptual 
understanding and the application of knowledge 
in context. This alignment ensures coherence 
between curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment.

In eAssessment, this coherence is made visible 
through three consistent design features: 
unfamiliar stimuli, conceptually driven tasks, and 
command terms that require reasoning, not 
recall.

The presence of unfamiliar material is 
not a difficulty feature; it is a validity 
feature. It ensures that students must 
rely on transferable understanding 
rather than rehearsed responses.



Assessment Criteria as Conceptual Descriptors
Each MYP subject group uses four assessment 
criteria (A, B, C, and D). While the wording varies 
by subject, a common pattern emerges across all 
guides: lower achievement levels describe 
identification, description, and limited 
application, while higher achievement levels 
describe analysis, evaluation, synthesis, and 
justification.

This progression mirrors the shift from surface 
knowledge to conceptual understanding. For 
example, high-level descriptors frequently 
include phrases such as "analyses effectively," 
"evaluates critically," "applies understanding in 
unfamiliar contexts," and "supports judgments 
with relevant evidence."

These descriptors cannot be satisfied through 
factual recall alone. They require students to 
organise content around ideas, relationships, 
and principles. In other words, they require 
conceptual thinking.

From an examiner's perspective, strong 
responses are not defined by how much content 
is included, but by how coherently ideas are 
developed and connected.

Command Terms: 
Signals of Conceptual 
Demand
Command terms are often treated by students 
as technical instructions to be memorised. In 
reality, they function as signals of cognitive and 
conceptual demand. Across MYP eAssessments, 
command terms such as analyse, evaluate, 
discuss, compare, and justify dominate the 
higher-mark questions. Each of these terms 
requires students to go beyond stating 
information.

Consider the conceptual implications of common 
command terms: Analyse requires identifying 
relationships, patterns, or causes. This directly 
aligns with key concepts such as relationships, 
systems, and change. Evaluate requires making 
judgments based on criteria. This relies on 
concepts such as perspective, significance, and 
validity.



Discuss requires exploring multiple viewpoints. 
This draws on perspective, identity, and 
communication. Compare requires identifying 
similarities and differences in relation to an 
underlying idea, often linked to form, function, or 
structure. Justify requires reasoning supported 
by evidence, grounded in logic and relationships.

Students who approach command terms 
procedurally often respond with lists or 
descriptions. Students with conceptual 
understanding recognize what kind of thinking 
the command term demands and structure their 
response accordingly.

The Interdisciplinary 
Learning eAssessment: 
Synthesizing Across 
Disciplines
In addition to disciplinary eAssessments, the 
MYP offers an interdisciplinary learning 
eAssessment that explicitly assesses students' 
ability to integrate understanding across 
multiple subject groups. This assessment 
reflects the IB's commitment to holistic 
education and demonstrates how conceptual 
understanding enables knowledge synthesis.

Structure and Purpose
Structure and Purpose
The interdisciplinary learning eAssessment is a 
two-hour on-screen examination designed 
around a real-world challenge framed through a 
prescribed global context. Students engage with 
pre-release material that provides disciplinary 
perspectives and contextual information, all of 
which remains accessible during the 
examination.

The examination is organized into task-based 
sections that guide students through evaluation, 
synthesis, and reflection. These tasks are not 
marked independently; rather, student 
responses are assessed holistically using three 
criteria that reflect interdisciplinary 
understanding.



Assessment Criteria

The interdisciplinary eAssessment uses three 
criteria:

Criterion A: Evaluating (8 marks) 4 Analyze 
disciplinary knowledge and evaluate 
interdisciplinary perspectives within the source 
material.

Criterion B: Synthesizing (8 marks) 4 Create 
an interdisciplinary product and justify how it 
communicates purposeful understanding.

Criterion C: Reflecting (8 marks) 4 Discuss 
interdisciplinary learning journey and explain 
how new understanding enables action.

The blueprint emphasizes fairness and 
transparency, ensuring that the assessment 
aligns with the MYP's criterion-related 
philosophy and subject-specific grade 
descriptors.

Why Interdisciplinary 
Assessment Matters
The interdisciplinary eAssessment makes visible 
what concept-based education enables: the 
ability to recognize that complex problems 
cannot be understood through a single lens.

Students must identify how different disciplines 
contribute unique perspectives, synthesize 
insights rather than merely juxtapose 
information, apply integrated understanding to 
propose innovative solutions, and reflect on how 
interdisciplinary thinking deepens 
understanding.

This assessment directly rewards the conceptual 
habits cultivated throughout the MYP: transfer, 
connection-making, and the ability to see 
relationships across domains of knowledge.

How Concepts Shape 
Examiner Judgments
Although examiners do not award marks for 
"naming the concept," conceptual 
understanding is central to how responses are 
judged. In examiner training materials and 
markschemes, high-quality responses are 
consistently characterised by clear focus on the 
underlying idea of the task, logical organisation 
of reasoning, purposeful selection of evidence, 
and explicit connections between ideas.

These qualities are the visible outcomes of 
conceptual understanding.



For example, in a Language and Literature 
eAssessment task, a student may be asked to 
analyse how an author shapes meaning. A 
descriptive response that identifies techniques 
may reach a mid-level band. A conceptual 
response that explains how perspective or 
purpose shapes interpretation is far more likely 
to meet the highest descriptors.

Similarly, in Sciences or Individuals and Societies, 
students who frame their responses around 
concepts such as systems, causality, or 
interaction demonstrate a level of thinking that 
aligns with the upper mark bands, even when the 
context is unfamiliar.

The Role of Unfamiliar 
Contexts
A defining feature of eAssessment is the use of 
contexts students have not explicitly studied. 
This design choice ensures that success 
depends on transfer rather than rehearsal.

From an assessment perspective, unfamiliar 
contexts serve two functions: They prevent 
advantage based on memorisation or prior 
exposure, and they require students to apply 
conceptual understanding flexibly.

Students who have learned content in isolation 
often ask, "Have we done this before?" Students 
who have learned conceptually ask, "What is this 
really about?" The latter question is the one the 
eAssessment rewards.

Conceptual 
Understanding and 
Progression Across 
Achievement Levels
The difference between mid-level and high-level 
performance in eAssessment is rarely the 
presence or absence of knowledge. It is the 
quality of thinking applied to that knowledge.

At higher achievement levels, students 
recognise the conceptual focus of the task, 
structure responses around ideas rather than 
information, use evidence selectively and 
purposefully, and maintain coherence even when 
the stimulus is complex.

This progression reflects the IB's emphasis on 
depth over breadth and understanding over 
coverage.



Implications for Teaching and Preparation
If eAssessment success is driven by conceptual 
understanding, then preparation must reflect 
this reality. Effective preparation does not mean 
practising large numbers of similar questions, 
teaching fixed response structures, or 
increasing content volume close to assessment.

Instead, it requires making concepts explicit 
throughout teaching, designing tasks that 
require transfer and interpretation, using 
assessment criteria formatively to develop 
thinking, and treating command terms as 
thinking tools, not instructions.

When classroom practice aligns with these 
principles, eAssessment becomes a natural 
extension of learning rather than a separate 
event.

Chapter Summary
MYP eAssessment is not an 
assessment of recall disguised as an 
onscreen exam. It is a structured 
evaluation of students' ability to think 
conceptually with knowledge. 
Assessment criteria describe 
conceptual progression. Command 
terms signal conceptual demand. 
Examiner judgments reward 
coherence, reasoning, and transfer. 
Understanding this alignment is 
essential for teachers who wish to 
prepare students effectively, ethically, 
and confidently for the demands of the 
MYP eAssessment.



CHAPTER 3

The Conceptual Gap in Student 
Preparation
Why Knowledge-Rich Students Still Struggle in 
the eAssessment
One of the most striking patterns observed in 
MYP eAssessment outcomes is the 
underperformance of students who appear, on 
the surface, to be well prepared. These students 
often demonstrate secure factual knowledge, 
familiarity with subject terminology, and 
confidence in classroom tasks. Yet, when faced 
with the demands of the eAssessment, their 
responses lack depth, coherence, or adaptability.

This pattern reveals what may be described as a 
conceptual gap: a misalignment between what 
students have learned and what the 
eAssessment requires them to do with that 
learning. The conceptual gap does not stem from 
a lack of effort or ability. Rather, it emerges when 
teaching and assessment practices emphasise 
content acquisition without sufficient attention 
to meaning, transfer, and reasoning.

Recognising the 
Conceptual Gap
The conceptual gap becomes visible when 
students encounter unfamiliar contexts or open-
ended tasks. Common indicators include: 
Students can recall information but struggle to 
explain its significance; responses rely heavily on 
description rather than analysis or evaluation; 
students perform well on familiar classroom 
tasks but falter when the context changes.

Writing becomes fragmented or repetitive under 
exam conditions; students ask procedural 
questions such as "What do I write first?" instead 
of engaging with the task.

These behaviours are not signs of weak 
knowledge. They are signs of learning that has 
not been organised conceptually.

Knowledge Without 
Meaning
In the MYP, knowledge is intended to function as 
a resource for thinking. When knowledge is 
taught as an end in itself, students often retain 
information but lack the tools to use it 
purposefully. This distinction is critical in the 
context of eAssessment.

Students are rarely asked to reproduce 
information. Instead, they are asked to interpret, 
analyse, compare, evaluate, and justify. Each of 
these actions requires students to recognise the 
underlying idea of the task and organise their 
knowledge accordingly. Without conceptual 
understanding, students may include relevant 
information but fail to develop a coherent 
response.



From Facts to Concepts: A Fundamental Shift
The conceptual gap is often rooted in how 
questions are framed during instruction. Fact-
based questions dominate many classrooms 
because they are efficient and easy to assess. 
However, they train students to focus on recall 
rather than reasoning.

The difference between fact-based and concept-
based questioning can be illustrated clearly:

Fact-focused 
prompt

Conceptual prompt

What is 
photosynthesis?

How does the 
concept of energy 
explain the 
relationship 
between plants and 
animals?

When did World War I 
begin?

How do relationships 
between 
communities lead to 
change through 
conflict?

What is the formula 
for area?

How can the concept 
of space help us 
solve measurement 
problems?

Who wrote Romeo 
and Juliet?

How does 
perspective shape 
identity in 
Shakespeare's play?

Students accustomed to the left-hand column 
often struggle with the right-hand column, even 
when they possess all the necessary content 
knowledge.

How the Gap Develops 
Over Time
The conceptual gap rarely appears suddenly in the 
final year of the MYP. It develops gradually when 
units prioritise coverage over depth, concepts are 
mentioned but not explicitly taught, assessments 
reward accuracy more than reasoning, students are 
rarely asked to apply learning in new contexts, and 
feedback focuses on missing details rather than 
quality of thinking.

Over time, students internalise a narrow definition 
of success: remembering the right information and 
reproducing it accurately. This definition is 
incompatible with the demands of eAssessment.

The Role of Familiarity 
and Confidence
Many students equate confidence with familiarity. 
When classroom tasks resemble assessment tasks 
closely, students perform well. When the structure 
or context changes, confidence diminishes.

The eAssessment disrupts this pattern 
deliberately. By introducing unfamiliar stimuli, it 
removes reliance on recognition and forces 
students to engage in interpretation.



Students with conceptual understanding 
maintain confidence because they recognise the 
underlying focus of the task. Students without it 
often experience cognitive overload, despite 
knowing relevant content.

Conceptual 
Understanding as 
Cognitive Support
Conceptual understanding acts as a stabilising 
structure for thinking. It allows students to 
identify what matters in a complex task, filter 
relevant information from irrelevant detail, 
organise responses logically, and adapt 
knowledge to new situations.

In high-performing eAssessment responses, this 
support is visible in the clarity of argument, the 
purposeful use of evidence, and the coherence 
of ideas.

Implications for 
Student Preparation
Addressing the conceptual gap requires a 
deliberate shift in how students are prepared 
over time. Effective preparation focuses on 
making concepts explicit in learning objectives 
and success criteria, designing tasks that 
require interpretation, not just completion, using 
unfamiliar examples as a regular part of learning, 
providing feedback on reasoning, not only on 
accuracy, and encouraging students to explain 
why and how, not only what.

This approach helps students build the habits of 
mind that the eAssessment is designed to 
assess.

Preparing Students 
Without Narrowing 
Learning
Importantly, addressing the conceptual gap does 
not require teaching to the test. On the contrary, 
it requires teaching more authentically. When 
students develop conceptual understanding, 
they are better prepared for eAssessment, they 
are more resilient in unfamiliar situations, they 
demonstrate deeper engagement with learning, 
and they develop transferable thinking skills 
beyond the MYP.

In this sense, conceptual preparation supports 
both assessment success and the broader aims 
of the IB.

Chapter Summary
The conceptual gap in student 
preparation is not a failure of effort or 
curriculum coverage. It is a 
misalignment between how students 
are taught and how they are assessed. 
Closing this gap requires a shift from 
asking: "What do students need to 
know?" to asking: "How will students 
use what they know to make 
meaning?"



CHAPTER 4

Building Conceptual Understanding 
for eAssessment Success
From Instructional Intent to Student Thinking
If conceptual understanding is the foundation of 
success in the MYP eAssessment, then it must 
be developed deliberately, systematically, and 
consistently across teaching and learning. 
Conceptual understanding does not emerge by 
chance, nor does it result from occasional 
exposure to abstract ideas. It is built through 
sustained instructional choices that shape how 
students think, interpret, and apply knowledge 
over time.

This chapter outlines the core principles that 
underpin effective conceptual teaching in the 
MYP and examines how these principles 
translate into student readiness for 
eAssessment.

Conceptual 
Understanding Is Built, 
Not Assumed
One of the most common instructional 
assumptions in MYP classrooms is that students 
will "pick up" conceptual understanding as they 
engage with content. While exposure to rich 
material is important, conceptual understanding 
requires explicit attention. Students cannot be 
expected to organise their learning conceptually 
if the curriculum is experienced as a sequence of 
topics rather than a network of ideas.

In practice, this means that concepts must be 
identified clearly in planning, revisited 
intentionally across contexts, discussed 
explicitly with students, and used as lenses for 
interpretation and explanation.

When concepts remain implicit, students are left 
to rely on surface features of tasks. When 
concepts are made explicit, students gain 
access to the underlying structure of learning.

Principle 1: Making 
Concepts Explicit in 
Learning
Effective conceptual teaching begins with clarity. 
Students need to know which concepts they are 
exploring and why those concepts matter. This 
does not require abstract definitions at the start 
of a unit. Rather, it requires framing learning 
objectives in terms of ideas, not activities; 
referring to concepts consistently in questioning 
and discussion; and using conceptual language 
in feedback and reflection.

For example, stating that a lesson focuses on 
"analysing a text" offers little conceptual 
direction. Framing the lesson around perspective 
or purpose signals to students what kind of 
thinking is required. In the context of 
eAssessment, this clarity mirrors the way tasks 
are framed conceptually rather than topically.



Principle 2: 
Connecting Concepts 
to Knowledge
Conceptual understanding does not replace 
content knowledge; it organises it. Students 
must see how facts, examples, and procedures 
serve larger ideas. This connection is 
strengthened when teachers ask students to 
explain how evidence supports a concept, 
encourage students to justify choices using 
conceptual language, and model how specific 
details illustrate broader principles.

When students understand the relationship 
between knowledge and concepts, they are 
better able to select relevant information during 
eAssessment tasks, rather than attempting to 
include everything they remember.

Principle 3: 
Encountering 
Concepts Across 
Multiple Contexts
Conceptual understanding develops through 
variation. A concept encountered only once, in a 
single unit or context, remains fragile. Students 
need repeated opportunities to explore the 
same concept across different topics, through 
different types of texts or stimuli, and using 
different forms of expression.

This repetition is not redundancy; it is 
reinforcement. Each new context deepens 
understanding and strengthens transfer. The 
eAssessment reflects this principle by 
presenting students with contexts they have not 
explicitly studied, while assessing ideas they 
have encountered repeatedly in different forms.

Principle 4: Designing 
for Transfer
Transfer is the hallmark of conceptual 
understanding. It occurs when students can 
apply learning to situations they have not 
rehearsed. Classroom practice must therefore 
include tasks that deliberately introduce 
unfamiliar material, questions that require 
interpretation rather than recall, and 
opportunities for students to explain how 
understanding applies in a new context.

When students regularly practise transfer, 
unfamiliarity in the eAssessment becomes a 
challenge to think through rather than an 
obstacle to overcome.

Principle 5: Aligning 
Assessment with 
Conceptual Intent
Assessment strongly influences how students 
learn. If classroom assessments prioritise 
accuracy and completeness, students will focus 
on memorisation. If assessments require 
reasoning, explanation, and interpretation, 
students will develop conceptual habits of mind.

Conceptually aligned assessment requires 
students to explain why, not just what; rewards 
coherence and justification; and uses 
assessment criteria as tools for thinking, not just 
grading. This alignment prepares students to 
interpret eAssessment criteria and command 
terms effectively, as discussed in Chapter 2.



Developing 
Conceptual 
Confidence in 
Students
Conceptual teaching also supports student 
confidence. When students understand how to 
approach unfamiliar tasks conceptually, they are 
less dependent on recognition and rehearsal.

Conceptually confident students focus on the 
underlying idea of a task, remain composed when 
contexts change, use evidence selectively and 
purposefully, and structure responses around 
reasoning. This confidence is a direct contributor 
to success in the eAssessment environment.

Building Conceptual 
Understanding Over 
Time
Conceptual understanding is cumulative. It 
develops gradually across units, grade levels, 
and subject groups. Schools that see strong 
eAssessment outcomes typically use consistent 
conceptual language across subjects, reinforce 
key concepts throughout the programme, 
support teachers in designing concept-driven 
units, and provide time for reflection and 
refinement of practice.

This coherence ensures that students 
encounter concepts as part of a connected 
learning experience rather than as isolated 
requirements.

Implications for 
Teaching Practice
Building conceptual understanding requires 
intentional planning and a willingness to 
prioritise depth over breadth. It also requires a 
shared understanding among teachers of what 
conceptual learning looks like in practice.

When this alignment is achieved, eAssessment 
preparation becomes an extension of everyday 
learning rather than a separate phase. Students 
enter the assessment equipped not with 
memorised responses, but with the ability to 
think, adapt, and make meaning.

Chapter Summary
Conceptual understanding is the 
result of deliberate instructional 
design. It is built through explicit 
teaching, purposeful assessment, and 
repeated opportunities for transfer. By 
aligning classroom practice with the 
conceptual demands of the MYP 
eAssessment, educators create 
learning experiences that support 
both assessment success and the 
broader aims of the IB. The next 
chapter moves from principles to 
practice, examining how conceptual 
understanding can be fostered 
through specific classroom strategies 
and learning routines that support 
eAssessment readiness.



CHAPTER 5

Practical Classroom Strategies for 
Conceptual Thinking
Translating Intent into Daily Practice
Conceptual understanding becomes meaningful 
only when it shapes what happens in classrooms 
on a daily basis. While the MYP framework 
provides a clear conceptual foundation, its 
impact depends on how consistently and 
intentionally concepts are embedded in 
teaching, learning, and assessment.

This chapter outlines classroom strategies that 
develop conceptual thinking as a habit rather 
than an occasional activity. Each strategy is 
grounded in IB pedagogy and supports the kinds 
of thinking required for success in the MYP 
eAssessment.

Strategy 1: Concept-
Driven Questioning
The questions teachers ask strongly influence 
how students think. When questioning focuses 
primarily on recall, students learn to search for 
correct answers. When questioning focuses on 
concepts, students learn to reason, interpret, 
and justify.

Concept-driven questioning shifts the focus 
from what happened to why it matters. Examples 
of conceptual questioning include: How does 
this example illustrate the concept of change? 
What relationships are revealed in this situation? 
How might a different perspective alter our 
interpretation? What system is operating here, 
and how do its parts interact?

Such questions mirror the cognitive demands of 
eAssessment command terms and help students 
practise organising responses around ideas 
rather than information.

Strategy 2: Using 
Concepts as 
Interpretive Lenses
Concepts function most powerfully when they 
are treated as lenses for interpretation rather 
than as labels to be mentioned. Teachers can 
model this by demonstrating how a concept 
guides analysis of a text, data set, or scenario; 
thinking aloud to show how evidence is selected 
and organised conceptually; and encouraging 
students to explain how a concept helps them 
understand meaning.

Over time, students learn to approach unfamiliar 
material by asking conceptual questions, a key 
requirement in eAssessment contexts.

Strategy 3: Designing 
Tasks That Require 
Transfer
Conceptual thinking develops when students are 
required to apply understanding in new 
situations. Tasks that closely replicate examples 
used in class may reinforce familiarity, but they 
do not build transfer.



Effective tasks introduce unfamiliar stimuli, 
require interpretation rather than reproduction, 
and allow multiple valid responses supported by 
reasoning. By encountering variation regularly, 
students learn to adapt their thinking, which 
reduces cognitive overload in the eAssessment 
environment.

Strategy 4: Conceptual 
Summarising and 
Reflection
Summarising is often treated as a recall activity. 
Conceptual summarising reframes it as an 
exercise in meaning-making. Instead of asking 
students to summarise what they learned, 
teachers can ask: What concept helped you 
understand this topic? How did your 
understanding of this concept change? Where 
else might this concept apply?

This practice encourages students to 
consolidate learning around ideas, 
strengthening retention and transfer.

Strategy 5: Visible 
Conceptual Thinking
Making conceptual thinking visible supports both 
learning and metacognition. When students 
externalise their thinking, they become more 
aware of how ideas connect. Examples include 
concept maps showing relationships between 
ideas, concept walls that track how ideas appear 
across units, and annotated examples 
highlighting conceptual reasoning.

These tools reinforce the idea that learning is 
about understanding relationships, not 
accumulating facts.

Strategy 6: Feedback 
Focused on Reasoning
Feedback plays a critical role in shaping student 
learning. When feedback focuses solely on 
missing details or errors, students respond by 
adding more information. When feedback 
addresses reasoning, students refine their 
thinking.

Effective conceptual feedback references 
concepts explicitly, highlights strengths in 
reasoning and interpretation, and identifies 
where connections could be strengthened. This 
aligns with the language of MYP assessment 
criteria and prepares students to respond more 
effectively to eAssessment tasks.

Strategy 7: 
Normalising 
Productive Struggle
Conceptual thinking often involves uncertainty. 
Students may initially find open-ended or 
unfamiliar tasks challenging. Normalising this 
struggle is essential. Teachers can support this 
by framing unfamiliar tasks as opportunities for 
thinking, valuing reasoning over immediate 
correctness, and providing structured support 
without removing cognitive demand.

This approach builds resilience and confidence, 
both of which are critical in high-stakes 
assessment environments.



Strategy 8: Consistent 
Conceptual Language 
Across Lessons
Consistency matters. When conceptual 
language is used sporadically, students treat it 
as optional. When it is used consistently, it 
becomes part of how students think. This 
includes referring to concepts in lesson 
objectives, using conceptual language in 
questioning and discussion, and encouraging 
students to use concepts in written and oral 
responses.

Over time, students internalise this language, 
enabling them to articulate conceptual 
understanding clearly in eAssessment 
responses.

Implications for 
eAssessment 
Readiness
These strategies do not "train" students for the 
eAssessment in a narrow sense. Instead, they 
cultivate the thinking dispositions that the 
eAssessment is designed to assess. Students 
who experience consistent conceptual teaching 
recognise the underlying focus of unfamiliar 
tasks, organise responses around ideas rather 
than content lists, apply knowledge flexibly and 
purposefully, and demonstrate coherence and 
depth in extended responses.

In this way, everyday classroom practice 
becomes the most effective form of 
eAssessment preparation.

Chapter Summary
Conceptual thinking is not developed 
through isolated activities or 
occasional emphasis. It is cultivated 
through consistent instructional 
choices that shape how students 
interpret, apply, and reflect on 
learning. By embedding conceptual 
strategies into daily practice, teachers 
create classrooms where students 
learn to think with understanding. This, 
in turn, prepares students to meet the 
demands of the MYP eAssessment 
with confidence, flexibility, and depth.



CHAPTER 6

Subject-Specific Applications of 
Conceptual Understanding
How Concepts Shape Thinking Across 
Disciplines
Conceptual understanding in the MYP is both 
shared and discipline-specific. While all subjects 
operate within the same conceptual framework, 
each subject group applies concepts in ways 
that reflect its distinctive ways of knowing, 
reasoning, and communicating.

This chapter examines how conceptual 
understanding functions within different MYP 
subject groups and how it supports success in 
the eAssessment. The purpose is not to provide 
exhaustive subject guidance, but to illustrate 
how concepts shape disciplinary thinking and 
assessment performance across contexts.

Conceptual 
Consistency, 
Disciplinary 
Expression
The IB conceptual framework is deliberately 
designed to balance coherence and diversity. Key 
concepts provide common intellectual ground 
across subjects, while related concepts give 
disciplinary precision. In eAssessment, this 
balance is critical. Students are not rewarded for 
generic conceptual statements. They are 
rewarded for discipline-appropriate conceptual 
application.

Understanding how concepts operate within a 
subject helps students meet assessment 
criteria with clarity and depth.

Mathematics: 
Concepts as Tools for 
Generalisation and 
Reasoning
In Mathematics, conceptual understanding 
supports reasoning beyond procedural fluency. 
While accuracy remains important, higher 
achievement levels require students to explain 
relationships, justify methods, and generalise 
patterns.

Common related concepts include: Change, 
Equivalence, Generalisation, Validity, 
Approximation, Models, Patterns, Quantity, 
Representation, Space, Systems.

A concept-driven approach encourages 
students to ask: Why does this method work? 
How are these quantities related? What pattern 
or structure underpins this situation?

In the eAssessment, mathematical problems are 
often presented in unfamiliar formats. Students 
who understand concepts such as space, 
representation, or systems are better able to 
adapt procedures, explain reasoning, and justify 
conclusions4key expectations in higher mark 
bands.



Sciences: Concepts as 
Explanatory 
Frameworks
In the Sciences, conceptual understanding 
enables students to explain phenomena rather 
than merely describe processes. Concepts such 
as systems, interaction, energy, form, and 
function support scientific reasoning and 
modelling.

Across Biology, Chemistry, and Physics, students 
are expected to interpret data, explain 
relationships, evaluate evidence, and apply 
models in new contexts.

In eAssessment tasks, unfamiliar scenarios are 
used to test whether students can transfer 
understanding. A student who understands 
systems can explain how components interact 
even when the context is new. A student who 
understands energy can analyse transformation 
and transfer beyond memorised examples.

Conceptual clarity allows students to construct 
explanations that align with assessment criteria 
emphasising analysis and evaluation.

Individuals and 
Societies: Concepts as 
Lenses for 
Interpretation and 
Judgment
Subjects within Individuals and Societies rely 
heavily on conceptual reasoning to interpret 
human behaviour, historical processes, and 
spatial patterns. Common related concepts 
include: Causality, Relationships, Perspective, 
Significance, Identity, Power, Systems.

Conceptual understanding helps students move 
beyond narrative accounts to analytical 
explanations. For example, causality supports 
explanation of change over time; perspective 
enables evaluation of differing viewpoints; and 
significance supports reasoned judgment.

In eAssessment tasks, students are often 
presented with unfamiliar sources or case 
studies. Conceptual thinkers can identify what 
the task is fundamentally about and structure 
responses accordingly, meeting the demands of 
command terms such as analyse and evaluate.

Language and 
Literature: Concepts as 
Meaning-Making Tools
In Language and Literature, conceptual 
understanding is central to interpretation. 
Concepts such as perspective, purpose, 
structure, style, and theme provide students 
with tools to analyse how meaning is 
constructed.

High-level eAssessment responses in this 
subject are characterised by clear conceptual 
focus, purposeful selection of textual evidence, 
and coherent interpretation rather than 
technique listing.

Students who approach texts conceptually are 
able to analyse unfamiliar texts with confidence, 
recognising how authorial choices shape 
meaning. This aligns directly with assessment 
criteria that prioritise analysis and interpretation 
over identification.



Language Acquisition: 
Concepts as 
Communicative and 
Cultural Bridges
In Language Acquisition, conceptual 
understanding supports meaningful 
communication rather than mechanical 
language use. Concepts such as context, 
purpose, audience, meaning, and point of view 
guide language choices.

In the eAssessment, students are assessed on 
their ability to communicate meaning effectively, 
adapt language to context, and interpret 
messages accurately. Conceptual understanding 
allows students to select language purposefully 
and respond appropriately in unfamiliar 
communicative situations, a key expectation at 
higher achievement levels.

The Arts: Concepts as 
Drivers of Creative 
Intent
In the Arts, concepts such as expression, 
interpretation, audience, innovation, and style 
help students articulate creative intent and 
evaluate artistic choices. Whether through 
ePortfolios or performance-based tasks, 
assessment focuses on intentional decision-
making, reflection on process, and 
communication of meaning.

Conceptual understanding enables students to 
explain why artistic choices were made, linking 
process to purpose4an essential requirement in 
assessment criteria across arts subjects.

Physical and Health 
Education: Concepts 
as Foundations for 
Decision-Making
In Physical and Health Education, conceptual 
understanding supports informed action. 
Concepts such as movement, interaction, 
systems, choice, and adaptation help students 
analyse performance and make reasoned 
decisions.

Assessment tasks require students to reflect on 
performance, apply understanding to improve 
outcomes, and evaluate strategies in context. 
Conceptual thinking allows students to move 
beyond description toward reflection and 
evaluation, aligning with higher-level descriptors.

Design: Concepts as 
Drivers of Problem-
Solving
In Design, conceptual understanding underpins 
innovation and evaluation. Concepts such as 
form, function, innovation, resources, and 
sustainability guide the design cycle. 
Assessment focuses on justifying design 
choices, evaluating solutions, and applying 
understanding to real-world problems.

Students who understand these concepts are 
better equipped to adapt their thinking during 
unfamiliar challenges, a key feature of successful 
design assessment.



Implications Across 
Subject Groups
Across all MYP subject groups, a consistent 
pattern emerges: Concepts provide structure for 
thinking, assessment criteria reward conceptual 
coherence, and eAssessment tasks require 
transfer and interpretation.

Students who understand how concepts 
function within their subjects are better 
prepared to meet the demands of unfamiliar 
tasks and complex prompts.

Chapter Summary
Conceptual understanding is not 
generic. It is expressed differently 
across disciplines, shaped by subject-
specific concepts and ways of thinking. 
By teaching concepts explicitly within 
each subject group, educators support 
deeper learning, stronger disciplinary 
reasoning, and more consistent 
success in the MYP eAssessment. The 
next chapter shifts focus from 
subjects to learners, examining how 
teachers can support students in 
developing conceptual thinking 
progressively and confidently over 
time.



CHAPTER 7

Supporting Students in Developing 
Conceptual Thinking
From Surface Understanding to Transferable 
Meaning
Conceptual understanding does not develop 
instantly, nor does it emerge uniformly across all 
learners. Students arrive in MYP classrooms with 
varying degrees of confidence, prior knowledge, 
and experience with abstract thinking. Supporting 
conceptual development, therefore, requires 
intentional scaffolding that respects learner 
diversity while maintaining high expectations.

This chapter explores how educators can support 
students in developing conceptual thinking 
progressively, enabling them to meet the cognitive 
demands of the MYP eAssessment with confidence 
and independence.

Conceptual Thinking as 
a Developmental 
Process
Conceptual understanding evolves over time. 
Students typically move through identifiable 
stages: initially engaging with concrete examples, 
beginning to recognise patterns and relationships, 
applying ideas across familiar contexts, and 
transferring understanding to unfamiliar situations.

Difficulties often arise when students are expected 
to operate at a level of abstraction for which they 
have not been adequately prepared. The role of the 
teacher is not to simplify the thinking required, but 
to provide structured support that allows students 
to access it.

Bridging the Concrete3
Abstract Divide
A common barrier to conceptual understanding is 
students' reliance on concrete details. While 
concrete examples are essential, students must 
eventually move beyond them to grasp underlying 
ideas.

Effective support strategies include starting with 
tangible examples before introducing abstract 
concepts, explicitly naming the concept once 
patterns are recognised, and revisiting the concept 
in increasingly complex contexts. This gradual 
release supports students in forming mental 
models that can be applied flexibly, a key 
requirement in eAssessment tasks.

Scaffolding Without 
Reducing Cognitive 
Demand
Scaffolding is often misunderstood as simplifying 
tasks. In conceptual learning, scaffolding should 
preserve the intellectual challenge while clarifying 
the thinking process. Effective conceptual 
scaffolding includes guiding questions that focus 
attention on relationships and causes, sentence 
starters that support explanation and justification, 
and graphic organisers that visualise connections 
between ideas.

Such supports help students articulate thinking 
without removing the need for reasoning.



Developing 
Conceptual Language
Language plays a central role in conceptual 
thinking. Students who lack the vocabulary to 
express ideas often struggle to demonstrate 
understanding, even when their thinking is 
sound. Teachers can support this development 
by modelling conceptual language consistently, 
encouraging students to use concepts explicitly 
in responses, and providing feedback that 
reinforces precise use of conceptual terms.

As students gain fluency, they become more 
capable of constructing coherent, conceptually 
grounded responses in eAssessment conditions.

Normalising 
Uncertainty and 
Cognitive Challenge
Conceptual thinking frequently involves 
ambiguity. Students may not immediately see 
the "right answer," particularly when working 
with unfamiliar material. Creating a classroom 
culture that values reasoning over certainty 
helps students persist with challenging tasks, 
take intellectual risks, and view unfamiliarity as 
an opportunity to think.

This disposition is critical in the eAssessment 
environment, where students must navigate 
novel stimuli independently.

Using Feedback to 
Develop Conceptual 
Understanding
Feedback is a powerful lever for conceptual 
growth when it focuses on quality of thinking 
rather than quantity of information.

Effective feedback highlights strengths in 
reasoning and connection-making, identifies 
where conceptual links are weak or 
underdeveloped, and encourages refinement 
rather than expansion of content. Over time, this 
approach helps students internalise the criteria 
for strong conceptual responses.

Supporting 
Independence and 
Transfer
As students develop conceptual confidence, 
support should shift toward independence. This 
includes gradually removing scaffolds, increasing 
task complexity, and encouraging self-
monitoring and reflection. Students who can 
independently identify the conceptual focus of a 
task are far better prepared to meet the 
demands of the eAssessment.

Equity and Access 
Through Conceptual 
Teaching
Importantly, conceptual teaching supports 
equity. Students who may struggle with 
memorisation or speed often thrive when 
learning is organised around ideas and meaning. 
By foregrounding concepts, teachers provide all 
students with access to the underlying logic of 
tasks, reducing reliance on prior exposure or 
background knowledge.



Implications for Long-
Term Preparation
Supporting conceptual thinking is not a short-
term intervention. It requires consistency across 
units, subjects, and year levels. When schools 
commit to this approach, students develop 
shared conceptual language, transfer becomes a 
normal expectation, and eAssessment readiness 
emerges naturally from learning.

Chapter Summary
Students develop conceptual 
understanding through carefully 
structured experiences that balance 
challenge and support. By scaffolding 
thinking rather than content, 
educators help learners move from 
surface engagement to deep, 
transferable understanding. This 
progression is essential for success in 
the MYP eAssessment, where 
students must think independently, 
interpret unfamiliar material, and apply 
understanding coherently. The next 
chapter examines how these principles 
translate into unit planning, ensuring 
that conceptual understanding is 
embedded systematically within 
curriculum design.



CHAPTER 8

Unit Planning for Conceptual 
Understanding
Designing Learning for Meaning, Transfer, and 
Assessment Readiness
In the MYP, conceptual understanding is not an 
instructional add-on; it is a design principle. The 
extent to which students develop transferable 
understanding depends largely on how units are 
planned. When planning foregrounds topics and 
activities, conceptual understanding remains 
incidental. When planning is concept-driven, 
conceptual understanding becomes inevitable.

This chapter examines how effective MYP unit 
planning supports conceptual thinking and, by 
extension, prepares students for the demands of 
the eAssessment.

Concept-Driven 
Planning as Intentional 
Design
The MYP unit planning process is deliberately 
structured to prioritise meaning over coverage. 
Central to this process is the alignment between a 
key concept, one or more related concepts, a global 
context, and a coherent Statement of Inquiry.

Together, these elements define the conceptual 
purpose of the unit. They communicate not only 
what students will learn, but why that learning 
matters. When this alignment is weak, units often 
devolve into sequences of activities. When it is 
strong, learning experiences are unified by a clear 
conceptual focus that supports transfer.

Selecting Concepts 
with Purpose
Concept selection is one of the most consequential 
decisions in unit planning. Effective units are driven 
by concepts that are central to the discipline, can 
be explored deeply rather than superficially, and 
support transfer beyond the immediate topic.

Selecting too many concepts dilutes focus. 
Selecting a single, well-chosen key concept, 
supported by carefully selected related concepts, 
creates conceptual coherence. This coherence 
mirrors the design of eAssessment tasks, which 
typically focus on a limited number of ideas 
explored in depth through unfamiliar material.

The Role of the 
Statement of Inquiry
The Statement of Inquiry functions as the 
conceptual thesis of the unit. It articulates the 
relationship between the key concept, related 
concepts, and global context in a way that invites 
exploration and interpretation.

A strong Statement of Inquiry expresses a 
transferable understanding, avoids topic-specific 
language, and frames learning as an idea to be 
explored, not a conclusion to be memorised. When 
used effectively, the Statement of Inquiry becomes 
a reference point throughout the unit, helping 
students organise learning conceptually.



Inquiry Questions and 
Conceptual 
Progression
Inquiry questions structure how students 
engage with the unit's conceptual focus. A 
balanced set of factual, conceptual, and 
debatable questions supports progression from 
knowledge acquisition to interpretation and 
evaluation.

In effective planning, factual questions support 
access to content, conceptual questions 
promote connection and explanation, and 
debatable questions invite judgment and 
perspective. This progression reflects the 
increasing cognitive demand found in 
eAssessment tasks, particularly at higher 
achievement levels.

Learning Experiences 
That Serve Conceptual 
Goals
Learning experiences should be selected and 
sequenced based on their contribution to 
conceptual understanding. Activities are not 
ends in themselves; they are vehicles for 
exploring ideas.

Conceptually aligned learning experiences 
provide multiple contexts for the same concept, 
require students to interpret, not just complete 
tasks, and encourage explanation, justification, 
and reflection. Such experiences build the habits 
of mind required for success in unfamiliar 
assessment contexts.

Designing Assessment 
for Conceptual 
Evidence
Assessment within a unit must provide 
opportunities for students to demonstrate 
conceptual understanding. This applies to both 
formative and summative assessment. 
Conceptually aligned assessment tasks require 
students to apply understanding in new 
contexts, align clearly with assessment criteria, 
and make the conceptual focus explicit in task 
design.

When students understand that assessment 
rewards reasoning and interpretation, they 
adjust how they approach learning accordingly.

Vertical and 
Horizontal Conceptual 
Coherence
Conceptual unit planning is most effective when 
it is coherent across time and subjects. Vertical 
coherence ensures that key concepts are 
revisited and deepened across year levels. 
Horizontal coherence ensures that students 
encounter similar concepts across subject 
groups, reinforcing transfer.

Such coherence strengthens conceptual 
understanding, reduces fragmentation of 
learning, and supports whole-school readiness 
for eAssessment.



Avoiding Common 
Planning Pitfalls
Several common challenges undermine 
conceptual unit planning: treating concepts as 
labels rather than lenses, overloading units with 
content, writing Statements of Inquiry that 
describe topics rather than ideas, and designing 
assessments that reward recall over reasoning.

Recognising and addressing these pitfalls is 
essential for maintaining conceptual integrity.

Implications for 
eAssessment 
Preparation
Well-designed units naturally prepare students 
for eAssessment. When students regularly 
engage with unfamiliar contexts, conceptually 
framed questions, and tasks requiring 
interpretation and justification, the 
eAssessment becomes a familiar cognitive 
experience, even when the material is new.

This approach honours the IB's intent: 
assessment as an extension of learning rather 
than its driver.

Chapter Summary
Unit planning is the foundation upon 
which conceptual understanding is 
built. By designing units around ideas 
rather than topics, educators create 
learning experiences that support 
transfer, depth, and coherence. When 
conceptual planning is intentional and 
consistent, students develop the 
capacity to think flexibly and 
meaningfully4capacities that the MYP 
eAssessment is designed to assess. 
The next chapter explores how these 
principles translate into assessment 
and feedback practices that further 
strengthen conceptual understanding 
and eAssessment readiness.



CHAPTER 9

Assessment and Feedback for 
Conceptual Understanding
Shaping Thinking, Not Just Measuring Performance
In the MYP, assessment is not a terminal event. It is 
an integral part of the learning process, designed to 
inform teaching, guide student reflection, and 
support the development of understanding. When 
assessment is aligned with conceptual intent, it 
becomes one of the most powerful tools for 
preparing students for the demands of the 
eAssessment.

This chapter examines how assessment and 
feedback practices can be used deliberately to 
strengthen conceptual thinking and to bridge the 
gap between classroom learning and eAssessment 
performance.

Assessment as a Driver 
of Learning
Students learn in response to what is assessed. 
When assessment emphasises recall, students 
prioritise memorisation. When assessment requires 
interpretation, reasoning, and judgment, students 
develop conceptual habits of mind.

The IB's criterion-related assessment model reflects 
this principle. MYP assessment criteria describe 
qualitative differences in understanding, not simply 
levels of accuracy. At higher achievement levels, 
criteria consistently emphasise analysis and 
evaluation, coherence of ideas, purposeful use of 
evidence, and application of understanding in 
unfamiliar contexts.

These expectations align directly with conceptual 
understanding rather than factual recall.

Formative Assessment 
and Conceptual 
Development
Formative assessment plays a central role in building 
conceptual understanding. Its purpose is not to 
grade learning, but to make thinking visible and to 
inform next steps. Effective formative assessment 
focuses on students' reasoning rather than their 
answers, uses unfamiliar examples to prompt 
transfer, and encourages explanation, justification, 
and reflection.

When used consistently, formative assessment 
helps students practise the same cognitive moves 
required in eAssessment, long before the final 
assessment takes place.

Designing Conceptually 
Aligned Assessment 
Tasks
Conceptually aligned assessment tasks are 
characterised by their focus on ideas rather than 
topics. They require students to organise knowledge 
around concepts and to apply understanding 
purposefully. Such tasks are framed using 
conceptual language, involve interpretation of 
stimuli or data, and allow for multiple valid responses 
supported by reasoning.

These features mirror the structure of eAssessment 
tasks and help students develop confidence in 
approaching unfamiliar material.



Using Assessment 
Criteria as Learning 
Tools
Assessment criteria are often perceived by 
students as grading tools rather than as guides 
for thinking. When used effectively, criteria can 
help students understand what high-quality 
conceptual responses look like. Teachers can 
support this by unpacking criteria language with 
students, using criteria to analyse sample 
responses, and referring to criteria in feedback 
and reflection.

This practice demystifies assessment 
expectations and helps students align their 
responses with conceptual demands.

Feedback That 
Develops Conceptual 
Understanding
Feedback is most effective when it addresses 
the quality of thinking rather than the quantity of 
information. Conceptually focused feedback 
guides students toward deeper understanding 
and more coherent responses.

Effective conceptual feedback highlights 
strengths in reasoning and connection-making, 
identifies where ideas lack clarity or depth, and 
encourages refinement of explanation rather 
than addition of content. Such feedback 
supports improvement over time and aligns with 
the language used in eAssessment 
markschemes.

Timing and Purpose of 
Feedback
The impact of feedback depends on timing and 
intent. Feedback is most valuable when it is 
provided while learning is still in progress, 
students have opportunities to act on it, and it is 
linked explicitly to conceptual goals. In this way, 
feedback becomes part of the learning cycle 
rather than a post-assessment commentary.

Preparing Students to 
Self-Assess 
Conceptually
An important goal of conceptual assessment is 
student independence. Students who can 
evaluate their own work conceptually are better 
prepared for eAssessment conditions, where 
external support is absent.

Supporting self-assessment includes 
encouraging students to identify the conceptual 
focus of tasks, using reflection prompts aligned 
with concepts and criteria, and modelling how to 
review work through a conceptual lens. These 
practices foster metacognition and resilience.



Avoiding Common 
Assessment Pitfalls
Several common practices undermine 
conceptual assessment: over-reliance on low-
level recall tasks, providing feedback focused 
solely on errors, using criteria only at the end of a 
unit, and assessing content before conceptual 
understanding has developed.

Recognising and addressing these pitfalls is 
essential for maintaining alignment with MYP 
principles.

Assessment Literacy 
and eAssessment 
Readiness
When assessment and feedback are 
conceptually aligned, eAssessment preparation 
becomes embedded in everyday practice. 
Students become familiar with interpreting tasks 
conceptually, using criteria to guide responses, 
and responding to feedback that targets 
thinking.

This familiarity reduces anxiety and increases 
confidence in the on-screen exam environment.

Chapter Summary
Assessment and feedback shape how 
students think. When aligned with 
conceptual intent, they develop the 
reasoning, interpretation, and transfer 
skills required for success in the MYP 
eAssessment. By using assessment as 
a learning tool rather than a judgment 
mechanism, educators create 
conditions in which conceptual 
understanding can flourish4benefiting 
both assessment outcomes and long-
term learning. The final chapter draws 
these strands together, examining how 
conceptual understanding supports 
not only eAssessment success, but 
the broader aims of the MYP and the IB.



CHAPTER 10

Moving Forward
Conceptual Understanding as a Whole-School 
Commitment
Conceptual understanding is not the 
responsibility of individual teachers working in 
isolation. Nor is it a strategy to be applied 
selectively in the final years of the Middle Years 
Programme. It is a shared commitment that 
shapes curriculum design, teaching practice, 
assessment culture, and leadership decision-
making across the school.

This chapter brings together the central 
arguments of this guide and reframes conceptual 
understanding as a collective endeavour4one 
that aligns daily practice with the long-term aims 
of the IB and the authentic demands of the MYP 
eAssessment.

From Individual 
Practice to Collective 
Culture
Sustained success in the MYP eAssessment 
rarely emerges from isolated examples of strong 
teaching. It emerges when a school develops a 
coherent, shared understanding of what learning 
is for and how understanding is built.

In schools where conceptual understanding is 
embedded, teachers use shared conceptual 
language, units are designed with common 
principles, not just common templates, 
assessment practices reinforce thinking rather 
than recall, and students encounter consistent 
expectations across subjects.

This coherence allows students to develop 
transferable habits of mind that extend beyond 
individual classrooms.

Leadership and 
Conceptual Alignment
School leaders play a critical role in sustaining 
conceptual practice. Leadership decisions 
influence whether conceptual understanding 
becomes a lived reality or remains a stated 
aspiration.

Effective leadership for conceptual learning 
involves prioritising depth over coverage in 
curriculum discussions, supporting professional 
learning focused on concepts and assessment, 
aligning monitoring and evaluation with 
conceptual goals, and protecting time for 
collaborative planning and reflection.

When leaders model conceptual thinking in 
decision-making, it signals that understanding, 
not performance alone, is the school's core value.

Curriculum Coherence 
Across the Programme
Whole-school commitment requires coherence 
both vertically and horizontally. Vertical 
coherence ensures that key concepts are 
revisited and deepened across year levels, 
allowing students to build understanding 
progressively. Horizontal coherence ensures that 
students encounter similar conceptual lenses 
across subject groups, reinforcing transfer.



Together, these forms of coherence help 
students recognise that learning is 
interconnected, a perspective that mirrors the 
design of the MYP eAssessment and supports 
confident engagement with unfamiliar tasks.

Assessment Culture as 
a Shared 
Responsibility
Assessment culture reflects what a school truly 
values. When assessment emphasises accuracy 
and completion, students learn to prioritise 
recall. When assessment emphasises reasoning 
and interpretation, students learn to think.

A conceptually aligned assessment culture uses 
criteria consistently as tools for learning, values 
explanation and justification, encourages 
reflection and self-assessment, and frames 
unfamiliarity as a legitimate feature of learning. 
Such a culture prepares students not only for 
eAssessment, but for learning beyond the MYP.

Professional Learning 
and Collective 
Capacity
Developing conceptual understanding at scale 
requires sustained professional learning. One-off 
workshops are insufficient. Teachers need 
ongoing opportunities to examine student work 
through a conceptual lens, reflect on unit design 
and assessment alignment, and share strategies 
and challenges across departments.

Professional learning communities focused on 
conceptual practice help build collective 
capacity and reduce variation in student 
experience.

Supporting Students 
as Conceptual 
Learners
Students are more likely to develop conceptual 
understanding when they experience 
consistency and clarity. Whole-school 
commitment ensures that students encounter 
concepts as organising ideas, not occasional 
vocabulary; receive feedback that targets 
thinking; and develop confidence in approaching 
unfamiliar situations.

These experiences cultivate independence and 
resilience, qualities essential for success in 
eAssessment and beyond.

Reframing 
eAssessment 
Preparation
Perhaps the most significant shift required is 
conceptual rather than procedural. Preparing 
students for the eAssessment does not mean 
narrowing learning or rehearsing tasks. It means 
aligning teaching and assessment with the 
principles on which the eAssessment is built.

When conceptual understanding is prioritised, 
eAssessment preparation becomes embedded in 
everyday learning, students approach the exam 
as a thinking task, not a guessing game, and 
success reflects genuine understanding rather 
than short-term performance. This approach 
honours the integrity of the IB programme.



Looking Beyond the 
eAssessment
While this guide has focused on the MYP 
eAssessment, its implications extend far beyond 
a single assessment event. Conceptual 
understanding supports lifelong learning, 
transfer across disciplines and contexts, ethical 
reasoning and global awareness, and 
adaptability in an uncertain world.

In this sense, success in eAssessment is not the 
end goal, but a by-product of meaningful 
education.

Final Reflection
The question facing MYP schools is not whether 
conceptual understanding matters. The IB has 
already answered that question. The real 
challenge is whether schools are willing to 
commit to the conditions that allow conceptual 
understanding to flourish: coherent planning, 
aligned assessment, sustained professional 
learning, and shared leadership.

When this commitment is made, the benefits are 
clear. Students become thinkers rather than 
memorisers. Teachers become designers of 
understanding rather than deliverers of content. 
And the MYP eAssessment becomes what it was 
intended to be: a valid, authentic measure of 
learning.

Chapter Summary
Conceptual understanding is not the 
responsibility of individual teachers 
working in isolation. It is a shared 
commitment that shapes curriculum 
design, teaching practice, assessment 
culture, and leadership decision-
making across the school. When 
schools commit to the conditions that 
allow conceptual understanding to 
flourish4coherent planning, aligned 
assessment, sustained professional 
learning, and shared leadership4
students become thinkers rather than 
memorisers, teachers become 
designers of understanding rather 
than deliverers of content, and the 
MYP eAssessment becomes what it 
was intended to be: a valid, authentic 
measure of learning.



APPENDIX

Key Principles for Conceptual Teaching 
and Assessment
Core Principles
The following principles summarise the essential 
elements of conceptual teaching and assessment 
in the MYP, as explored throughout this guide. 
These principles serve as a reference for educators 
seeking to align their practice with the demands of 
the MYP eAssessment and the broader aims of the 
IB.

Principle 1: Concepts Organise 
Knowledge
Conceptual understanding does not replace 
content knowledge; it organises it. Students must 
see how facts, examples, and procedures serve 
larger ideas. When knowledge is connected to 
concepts, students are better able to select 
relevant information during eAssessment tasks.

Principle 2: Transfer Is the Goal
The hallmark of conceptual understanding is 
transfer4the ability to apply learning to situations 
students have not rehearsed. Classroom practice 
must include tasks that deliberately introduce 
unfamiliar material and require interpretation 
rather than recall.

Principle 3: Assessment Drives 
Learning
Students learn in response to what is assessed. 
When assessment requires reasoning, 
explanation, and interpretation, students develop 
conceptual habits of mind. Assessment criteria 
should be used as tools for thinking, not just 
grading.

Principle 4: Concepts Must Be 
Explicit
Conceptual understanding requires explicit 
attention. Concepts must be identified clearly in 
planning, revisited intentionally across contexts, 
discussed explicitly with students, and used as 
lenses for interpretation and explanation.

Principle 5: Coherence 
Strengthens Understanding
Conceptual understanding is most effective when 
it is coherent across time and subjects. Vertical 
coherence ensures that key concepts are revisited 
and deepened across year levels. Horizontal 
coherence ensures that students encounter 
similar concepts across subject groups.

Principle 6: Feedback Shapes 
Thinking
Feedback is most effective when it addresses the 
quality of thinking rather than the quantity of 
information. Conceptually focused feedback 
highlights strengths in reasoning and connection-
making, identifies where ideas lack clarity or depth, 
and encourages refinement of explanation.

Principle 7: Whole-School 
Commitment Is Essential
Conceptual understanding is not the responsibility 
of individual teachers working in isolation. It is a 
shared commitment that shapes curriculum 
design, teaching practice, assessment culture, and 
leadership decision-making across the school.



Practical Strategies for Classroom 
Implementation
Questioning Strategies
Concept-driven questioning shifts the focus 
from what happened to why it matters. Examples 
include: How does this example illustrate the 
concept of change? What relationships are 
revealed in this situation? How might a different 
perspective alter our interpretation? What 
system is operating here, and how do its parts 
interact?

Task Design Strategies
Effective tasks introduce unfamiliar stimuli, 
require interpretation rather than reproduction, 
and allow multiple valid responses supported by 
reasoning. By encountering variation regularly, 
students learn to adapt their thinking.

Feedback Strategies
Effective conceptual feedback references 
concepts explicitly, highlights strengths in 
reasoning and interpretation, and identifies 
where connections could be strengthened. This 
aligns with the language of MYP assessment 
criteria.

Scaffolding Strategies
Effective conceptual scaffolding includes 
guiding questions that focus attention on 
relationships and causes, sentence starters that 
support explanation and justification, and 
graphic organisers that visualise connections 
between ideas.

Reflection Strategies
Conceptual summarising reframes reflection as 
an exercise in meaning-making. Instead of asking 
students to summarise what they learned, 
teachers can ask: What concept helped you 
understand this topic? How did your 
understanding of this concept change? Where 
else might this concept apply?

Assessment Strategies
Conceptually aligned assessment tasks are 
framed using conceptual language, involve 
interpretation of stimuli or data, and allow for 
multiple valid responses supported by reasoning. 
These features mirror the structure of 
eAssessment tasks.



Common Misconceptions About Conceptual 
Understanding
Misconception 1: 
Conceptual Understanding 
Replaces Content 
Knowledge
Reality: Conceptual understanding does not replace 
content knowledge; it organises it. Students need both 
factual knowledge and the ability to use that knowledge 
conceptually. The difference lies in how knowledge is 
taught and assessed.

Misconception 2: Concepts 
Are Just Labels or Themes
Reality: Concepts are not labels or thematic headings. They 
are intellectual organisers that allow students to connect 
knowledge, ask deeper questions, and make meaning 
across different contexts. Concepts should be used as 
lenses for interpretation, not as vocabulary to be 
mentioned.

Misconception 3: 
Conceptual Teaching Is 
Only for High-Achieving 
Students
Reality: Conceptual teaching supports equity. Students 
who may struggle with memorisation or speed often thrive 
when learning is organised around ideas and meaning. By 
foregrounding concepts, teachers provide all students with 
access to the underlying logic of tasks.

Misconception 4: 
eAssessment Preparation 
Requires Narrowing the 
Curriculum
Reality: Preparing students for the eAssessment does not 
mean narrowing learning or rehearsing tasks. It means 
aligning teaching and assessment with the principles on 
which the eAssessment is built. When conceptual 
understanding is prioritised, eAssessment preparation 
becomes embedded in everyday learning.

Misconception 5: 
Conceptual Understanding 
Develops Naturally Over 
Time
Reality: Conceptual understanding does not emerge by 
chance. It is built through sustained instructional choices 
that shape how students think, interpret, and apply 
knowledge over time. Concepts must be identified clearly in 
planning, revisited intentionally across contexts, and 
discussed explicitly with students.

Misconception 6: Success 
in eAssessment Is About 
Exam Technique
Reality: While familiarity with assessment formats is 
helpful, success in eAssessment is fundamentally about 
conceptual understanding. Students who can think 
conceptually are better able to interpret unfamiliar tasks, 
organise responses around ideas, and apply knowledge 
flexibly.



Questions for Professional Reflection 
and Discussion
For Individual 
Teachers
How explicitly do I communicate the conceptual 
focus of my lessons to students? Do my 
assessment tasks require students to apply 
understanding in new contexts, or do they 
primarily test recall? How does my feedback 
address the quality of students' thinking rather 
than just the accuracy of their answers? To what 
extent do I use assessment criteria as tools for 
learning rather than just grading? How 
consistently do I use conceptual language in my 
questioning and discussion?

For Subject Teams
How coherent is our approach to conceptual 
teaching across units and year levels? Do we use 
shared conceptual language when discussing 
student learning? How do our assessment 
practices reflect the conceptual demands of the 
MYP eAssessment? What opportunities do we 
provide for students to encounter the same 
concepts in different contexts? How do we 
support each other in designing concept-driven 
units?

For School Leaders
How does our school culture prioritise depth over 
coverage in curriculum discussions? What 
professional learning opportunities do we 
provide to support conceptual teaching? How do 
our monitoring and evaluation practices align 
with conceptual goals? To what extent do 
students experience conceptual coherence 
across subjects? How do we protect time for 
collaborative planning and reflection on 
conceptual practice?

For Coordinators
How do we ensure that conceptual 
understanding is embedded in unit planning 
across all subject groups? What systems do we 
have in place to support teachers in designing 
conceptually aligned assessment tasks? How do 
we communicate the conceptual demands of the 
MYP eAssessment to students and parents? 
What evidence do we have that students are 
developing transferable conceptual 
understanding? How do we support vertical and 
horizontal conceptual coherence across the 
programme?



Conclusion
Conceptual Understanding as the Foundation of 
Meaningful Learning
This guide has argued that conceptual 
understanding is not an enrichment or extension 
of content learning, but the primary driver of 
success in MYP eAssessment. It has examined 
how the MYP framework is explicitly structured 
around concepts, how eAssessment tasks are 
intentionally designed to assess conceptual 
thinking, and how classroom practice can be 
aligned with these demands.

The central message is clear: when students 
develop conceptual understanding, they are 
better prepared not only for eAssessment, but 
for learning beyond the MYP. They become 
thinkers rather than memorisers, able to transfer 
understanding across contexts, interpret 
unfamiliar material, and apply knowledge 
purposefully.

This is not a narrow vision of assessment 
preparation. It is a vision of education that 
honours the aims of the IB: to develop inquiring, 
knowledgeable, and caring young people who are 
equipped to create a better and more peaceful 
world.

The question facing MYP schools is not whether 
conceptual understanding matters. The IB has 
already answered that question. The real 
challenge is whether schools are willing to 
commit to the conditions that allow conceptual 
understanding to flourish.

When this commitment is made4when concepts 
are made explicit in planning, when assessment 
rewards reasoning over recall, when feedback 
targets thinking, when professional learning 
supports conceptual practice, and when 
leadership prioritises depth over coverage4the 
benefits are clear.

Students enter the eAssessment equipped not 
with memorised responses, but with the ability 
to think, adapt, and make meaning. Teachers 
experience the satisfaction of seeing students 
engage deeply with ideas. And the MYP 
eAssessment becomes what it was intended to 
be: a valid, authentic measure of learning.

This guide has provided the rationale, the 
principles, and the strategies to support this 
work. The next step belongs to educators: to 
reflect on current practice, to engage in 
professional dialogue, and to commit to the 
sustained, collective effort required to make 
conceptual understanding the foundation of 
teaching, learning, and assessment in the MYP.

The work is challenging, but it is also deeply 
rewarding. It is work that aligns with the values of 
the IB and the aspirations of educators who 
believe that education should be about more 
than performance4it should be about 
understanding, meaning, and the development 
of young people who can think critically, act 
ethically, and contribute meaningfully to the 
world.


