
Math
 S

im
pli

fie
d b

y A
ish

an
i J

ain

 

   

 3 THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT IB MATH AA HL PAPER 3 
 

Most of the students know Paper 1 and Paper 2 very well. But then Paper 3 

appears and everything feels new and harder.  This blog breaks down what 

Paper 3 actually is, how it really differs from Papers 1 and 2, why it is a 

nightmare for students and how to approach it. 

 
What exactly is Paper 3? 
For AA HL, Paper – 3 is a one-hour paper made up of two long questions. 

In paper 3, everything is wrapped around a single situation where you’ll 

have to use the concepts from your mathematics (along with your GDC) to 

solve the questions asked. It is like one coherent situation where you have 

to use math to find the solutions.  

 How it really differs from Papers 1 and 2? 

Papers 1 and 2 mainly check whether you can execute techniques; Paper 3 

checks whether you can think. In Paper 1 you’re proving you know your 

algebra and calculus without a calculator. In Paper 2 you show you can 

apply the syllabus with a GDC to standard exam‑type questions. In Paper 3 

the examiners are really asking, “Can you look at something you haven’t 

seen before, decide what kind of math fits, build a model, and then explain 

what your answer actually means. It's not just about cramming formulas 

and writing steps, it is based on things such as on things like assumptions, 

justification and interpretation. 
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Why it is a nightmare for students? 
A lot of students are scared of Paper 3 for three main reasons. 

The first reason is that questions look unfamiliar, so it’s easy to panic 

before you even start. The wording of the question is long and it doesn’t 

directly say things like “ simplify this” or “ integrate this” like P1 And P2.  

Secondly, Paper 3 doesn’t always tell you exactly which method to use, so 

you have to decide whether this situation is better handled with a recursion, 

a differential equation, a matrix, a regression and so on. This feels risky.  

Thirdly, students think they have written a lot, filled pages, described steps 

and calculations but they still lose marks because they didn’t write down 

their assumptions or say anything about why their model made sense or 

what the GDC output actually showed. 

 

How to approach Paper 3? 
Do not  walk into Paper 3 with a Paper‑1/Paper‑2 mindset. Students 

generally read the question and start solving. they write the bare minimum 

working because that used to be enough. In Paper 3, this is not enough. 

Here, marks are handed out for slowing down at the start, reading the 

entire scenario, naming the variables, stating what is being assumed, 

choosing a reasonable technique and then talking about the answer in 

words at the end.  

You can score really well in Paper 3 even if you dont finish all of the parts. If 

your setup is good, your assumptions are clear and your  steps are 
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sensible, you still collect a lot of method and reasoning marks even if the 

very last number isn’t correct.  

In paper 3, do not use the GDC for just giving you answers, you have to 

give reasoning why the gdc gave you such an answer and then infer from 

the result what your correct answer is.  

 

If you’ll shift your preparation in these directions, Paper 3 will definitely feel 

easy, and you’ll fetch more marks in it. So, the next time you open a Paper 

3 booklet, don’t look for a familiar ‘type’ of question. Take a breath, read the 

story, build a model and talk through your thinking. 

 

All the luck! 
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