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				Brianna Smrke achieved a perfect 45 point score for her IB diploma at Michael Power St. Joseph HS in Toronto, Canada, a feat achieved by approximately one percent of IB students internationally. 

				This remarkable accomplishment was soon overshadowed by her exceptional university career, nearly completely funded by scholarships, where she was given the highest honor possible for an undergraduate at her institution, McMaster University. 

				While engaging in her diverse studies (complex systems, social innovation, math, comics), travels (San Francisco, Bhopal, Cape Breton etc) and projects (cardboard carpentry, student refugee programs), she began to realize that the habits of mind she cultivated in IB were the engine of her success.
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				I first heard of Brianna Smrke in the spring of 2014. Along with an exceptional group of colleagues, I am responsible for designing and delivering an annual conference. We bring educators together from all over the world, united by our common commitment to support the best education possible for students through the use of International Baccalaureate (IB) programmes.

				Since 2007, we have asked IB graduates to attend the conference and introduce the major speakers, while reflecting upon the impact of the IB on their lives. Because of the success of this feature, there was nothing unusual about the call I received from Adrienne Murphy, who coordinated the IB Diploma Programme at Michael Power/St. Joseph High School in Toronto, from which Brianna graduated in 2010.

				We knew this was going to be a big conference – it ultimately became the biggest event in the history of the International Baccalaureate Organization, with over 1700 attendees. Out of respect for Adrienne, I followed up with Brianna to see if she would be a good fit to introduce a speaker at the 2014 IB Conference of the Americas in Washington, DC. 

				That was when I began to learn more about this exceptional young scholar. First, I found out that she earned a “perfect” score of 45 on her IB Diploma. IB Diploma candidates take six international examinations that are scored on a scale of 1-7. Brianna received the top score of 7 on all six exams. Candidates also are scored on a matrix that provides up to 3 points for how they perform on the core elements of the program – a 4,000 research paper, a critical thinking class, and extracurricular activities with a focus on community service. Brianna received the maximum of three points, bringing her total score to 45. Less than one half of one percent of IB students worldwide achieve this ultimate standard of excellence.

				I was duly impressed, but the point of bringing graduates to the conference was not merely to assemble those who received the highest scores, but rather those who were most profoundly impacted by the IB and have an important story to tell.

				As Brianna’s tale unfolded, it became clear to all of us that we were working with an exceptional individual, and that she represented both the opportunities and the challenges of the quest for a high score on the IB Diploma.

				When she spoke to the conference attendees, she spent very little time talking about her perfect score, and much more time talking about how the IB helped prepare her to make the most of her life after secondary school. What a life it has been and what a life it is becoming!

				While completing her undergraduate degree at McMaster University, Brianna co-founded and ran a student innovation space, the McMaster Social Innovation Lab, which involved an internship in Bhopal with AOSIS Social Innovations Laboratory, an organization dedicated to social entrepreneurship. She was part of the founding cohort of Studio Y, an eight-month immersive fellowship for young people who want to change systems - healthcare, education, and government. She wrote a graphic novel about systems thinking for her senior thesis, the first time that had happened in her program.

				Brianna was selected as a 2013 3M National Student Fellow for her demonstrated leadership in the field of higher education. With the nine other fellows chosen from across Canada, she ran a national campaign called the Cult of Busy. This campaign questioned the frenetic pace of student and faculty life at many universities and colleges. She was part of the Founding Class of Minerva Schools @ KGI, an innovative university program that sends students around the world while they complete their degrees, and grounds all of its teaching practices in the science of learning. She provided feedback that helped shape the university’s academic programs and student supports. At the moment, she is in the midst of a two-year internship program with the Ontario Public Service (OPS) Green Office, which works to reduce the government’s environmental footprint and empower public servants to make greener choices every day.

				I could go on, but I get tired just thinking of it. Brianna’s life is undoubtedly complicated, but her message is simple – seek out opportunities and make the most of those opportunities to grow as a person and to change the world for the better. She used an analogy that stuck with all of us – instead of taking the escalator, take the stairs. It will be harder but you will see and do much more.

				So it is with the IB Diploma Programme. The more you put into it, the more you will get out of it. Work hard to get a high score. Indeed, strive for perfection.

				But remember, the lessons of the IB are not judged by your score on the IB Diploma. High scores are great, but high standards are better. Being admitted into a prestigious university is excellent, but the measure of university success is not where you get in, but how much you get out of it. Getting a great job is satisfying, but what will make you a success is whether you make things better for those close to you and those far away.

				When I speak at IB graduation ceremonies, I offer only three pieces of advice. First, use the foundation that IB has provided to become fluent in at least one language other than your own. Second, stay deeply involved in community service. Third, deliberately seek out people who are different than you.

				To these three, I now formally add a fourth:

				Take the stairs.

				Paul Campbell, Head of Outreach and Development
International Baccalaureate Americas

				1 February 2016
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				Toronto, Canada - July 6, 2010

				I dropped my latest set of mouse tails into acid and sat back at the computer. On a whim, I opened my email and saw a new message from my IB Coordinator.

			  

				45...45...45...45...45...

				What a lovely number that I enjoy writing.

				Congratulations. How does it feel to achieve in the top 0.5% of all the IB students in the world?! Wow!

				All the best

				Mr S

			  

				If you can believe it, I was not that excited. In fact, I did not feel much at all. I turned back to the mouse tails, pipetting different solutions into the small tubes. Finally, I held them up to the light and marvelled at the tiny white threads of DNA.

				The next day, videographers and photographers invaded the University of Toronto lab I worked in. I had to swirl beakers and look especially serious. It was a slow news day, so the following morning my face was plastered on major newspapers all over the city. I started my watch and waited for my 15 minutes of fame to end. Was it nice to be celebrated? Yes, definitely. But I also had a lurking sense that all of this fanfare was out of place. The game I was playing was just beginning.

				Hamilton, Canada - November 22, 2013

				I stared at the tiny metal disc in my hand. It faintly reminded me of Bertrand Russell’s Nobel Prize. A few months earlier I had donned a pair of white gloves in my university’s archives and gently touched the face of Alfred Nobel embossed on the surprisingly heavy medal. Now, I was touching my own name, which had been engraved into the smooth surface. It was the first award that meant anything to me. The Chancellor’s Gold Medal is awarded to the one student in her graduating class who ranks highest in scholarship, leadership and influence. It meant that out of thousands of students in tens of disciplines, I had been judged worthy.

				McMaster’s President, Patrick Deane, began his commencement speech by speaking of Nobel Prizes. “They are an ultimate award,” he said, “given after a lifetime of work, given after their holders have proved themselves brilliant and significant”. “The degrees you now hold are placeholders. They have no value. They are waiting for you to prove yourselves. Your time begins now.”

				Sitting in the red corduroy seats, I realized that what I felt in that laboratory was the emptiness of a placeholder. I could not congratulate myself because I was not sure if I was worthy of congratulation. “Was it all a fluke?” I wondered. Holding the tiny medal on my palm, I decided that my success was most certainly not a fluke. The rules I lived by must be working. I was hit by an impulse to share my secrets with someone.

				That someone is you. As a student in the IB program, you are me just a few years ago. I know the kind of pressures you are under. I remember the challenges you face. Yet, I also know the nearly limitless potential you have to excel in all aspects of your life. I want to give you the keys to unlock this potential.

				I want to share the hard-fought learnings of my past 16 years of schooling, packaged into user-friendly chunks.

				Let me assure you that this is not a textbook. You already have too many of those. It is a useful, hackable guide. Expect oddball examples, practical tips and valid evidence. Are you ready? Let’s begin. 
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				Most of the time, your life is not yours to control. You will need to take classes, do chores, and listen to others, even if you don’t want to. Sometimes, you can walk away, and once in a while you can take control, but there is no way to win every battle. Fighting every single expectation or requirement that’s placed on you is probably futile, and might not even be in your best interest.

				But what if you found a third way between fighting and conforming? What if you were able to please others and yourself? People you think of as your enemies can become your allies. Activities you hated might become the ones that change your life’s path. That’s the point of this book. You can be free even while you are encased in a structure you didn’t choose. You can make the rules work for you.

				Before we move onto the ‘how’, let’s make space for the ‘why’. What made you pick up this book? Why do you want to make the rules work for you? Do you want to be seen as successful by others so that you will be given more respect and more resources to use for your own projects? Do you want to find a way to fold your deepest interests into everything you do? Do you want to form a strong net of relationships with interesting people because of your innocuous status as a student?

				High school is a ticket to somewhere else. You can’t do much these days without your diploma. And yet, with the right strategy, you can leave school with much more than a ticket. You can stuff these four years full of meaning and growth. I encourage you to think about what it is you want, what you dream about doing, and who you look up to. There is no reason why you can’t start living these dreams now, even in little pieces. Make all of these future-focused things part of your life now.

				You might want to be a writer. Why not get as much experience and feedback as you can? Why not submit the work you do for different classes to competitions or to be published in different places. Why not find ways to contact local writers when you need to do research or have a creative project?

				Listen to your head and your heart. What is it that really interests you? What is it that you find yourself drawn to when you have a lot of free time? What do others tell you they see in you? Start with your own goals and dreams first. Then, we’ll find a way to integrate them into the structure you step into at high school.

				The important thing to remember is that you are the artist of your own life. There are many opportunities to personalize your experiences. Make your experience more than ordinary, and you will not regret it. Together we’ll find out how. It is not as hard as you might think.

				Before you decide what section to read next, write down one interest or goal that you want to use this book to pursue. The more specific, the better!
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