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How to use this book
Introduction
Teaching Theory of Knowledge (TOK) is a genuine pleasure! It is so different from any
other sort of teaching I do. This is because when you take your first steps on the TOK
journey, you are undergoing what might be the biggest journey in the IB.
TOK will be a brand new subject to you and the sort of approach needed to study it is
one that you will not have encountered before. Even if you have never taken Economics,
Geography or Environmental Systems and Societies, you basically know what it means to
study a subject, whether it is new or not: the material will be confusing and challenging at
first, but you learn the concepts, you learn to approach the topics and you get on with it.
TOK, however, is fundamentally different, both in terms of content and approach.
Actually, there is not really any ‘content’ that you have to learn throughout the course. In
fact, the ‘content’ of TOK is really just the content from your other IB subjects. In TOK,
rather than learning new things, you are learning ‘how to do something’ quite different. In
TOK you don’t gain new knowledge, you learn about how to think about that knowledge.
The TOK course is built around a fundamental distinction between subject-specific
content and a higher order questioning about that content. In Psychology, for example,
you will learn about the ‘scientific method’ and how it has been used to construct
biological, cognitive and socio-cultural perspectives about human behaviour; in chemistry
you will also learn about the scientific method and how it has helped construct knowledge
about elements and their relationships to one another. In history you will become adept
at using the ‘historical method’ in investigations of past events. Philosophy will give you
tools to explore the meaning and significance of human concepts and behaviour, while in
literature you will learn about texts in different literary genres and the analysis of them.
Some of this will be new and all of it will be challenging, but in the end it won’t be
significantly different from the methods of learning you were using before the Diploma.
But in TOK you have to become comfortable asking questions about what makes a
psychologist’s approach to creating knowledge in his or her field different from how a
design technologist constructs it in theirs. You develop questions about what makes one
‘type’ of knowledge different from another, or questions about the reliability of various
forms of knowledge.
The journey for the TOK student often starts off in obscurity, but nearly always ends
in genuine ‘lightbulb’ moments of ‘Ah! That’s what this is all about!’ I have never had a
student return from university and say to me, ‘Thank goodness, I took that physics class
(or economics, or philosophy, … )’ because, generally, universities will cover the material
in the way that they want it covered regardless of what the students studied beforehand.
But over and over again throughout my teaching career, however, I have heard from
alumni, ‘Thank goodness I took TOK! It was the best preparation for university that the
IB could have provided’ or ‘I didn’t really understand what TOK was about until I was at
university and I was streets ahead of the other students who didn’t take TOK.’
vi
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How to use this book

Because TOK is so different in kind from their other subjects, students are often
slow to come to understand it. Most ultimately do come to an understanding of the
subject, but it is a challenging journey. This book is an attempt to help ease that
process.

n About the TOK course
The TOK course is about the nature of knowledge and how we construct our
knowledge. Although there are a lot of different concepts in the course, none are
the content of the course.
One of the challenging aspects of the course is the various tools and concepts which
come with it, for example, AOK, WOK are a few of the many acronyms in addition
to the broader references to eight subject disciplines and eight methods of gaining
knowledge and a whole ‘framework’ with its five elements.
You are offered a number of tools with which to explore how we create and what we
mean by knowledge. The main ones are:
n

n

n

n

Areas of knowledge (AOK) which are the main ‘disciplines’ or ‘fields of
knowledge’. The idea is that each maps the world in interestingly different ways.
Ways of knowing (WOK) which are meant to identify various sources of
knowledge, or ways in which we access, create, disseminate and use knowledge.
The knowledge framework which is a set of five broad aspects of knowledge
meant to help you compare and contrast the various AOKs and apply the WOKs.
The personal and shared knowledge distinction is an attempt to encourage
students to think about the relationship between individual knowers (for example,
one particular scientist) and the wider community of which they are a part (that is,
the community of scientists).

These elements are offered as the primary concepts of the course in the hope that
they will give you a lens through which you can examine how knowledge works.
None of these tools, however, should be thought of as things which cannot be
questioned. Questioning these sorts of categories given to you in a textbook is exactly
what the TOK course is about!

vii
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n How to use this book
The point of this book is to explore some of these tools and concepts to help structure
the day-to-day classroom experience of the TOK student. It provides a context which
will help you to develop the skills required for success in the assessments.
First and foremost I will be exploring the nature of the most fundamental entity
in the TOK course, the knowledge question and how it relates to the knowledge
framework and the distinction between personal and shared knowledge. These three
elements sit at the very foundation of the course and understanding them (in addition
to the various AOKs and WOKs) will provide the comparative structure essential to
success.
Key features of the book include:
TOK TRAP
There are many things that TOK students do again and again which can get them
into trouble when it comes to assessment. These sections highlight possible pitfalls
that students can too easily fall into. Rather than a ‘Don’t do this’ list, it is full of
‘Proceed with caution’ warnings. A student paying careful attention to what he or
she is doing can take even the most over-used example and turn it into a unique
and insightful approach.

DEEPER ANALYSIS

A key feature of a successful presentation or essay is the shift from simply ‘identifying’
or ‘explaining’ good TOK ideas to offering a deeper analysis of them. This shift can
be a real challenge for students and these sections give some indication of how such
an analysis might work.

IN PRACTICE
Very often TOK students find themselves leaving a class thinking, ‘What was that
all about?!’ When the discussion is too abstract, the practical application of the
TOK skills is lost. TOK is meant to be a practical tool to help you uncover questions
about knowledge in the real world, not just a series of random and contentious
ideas or debates. These sections offer guidance on how the topics being discussed
might be practically applied in a TOK presentation, essay or classroom discussion.

n BUILDING KNOWLEDGE QUESTIONS
Another real challenge for TOK students, but one that is absolutely crucial to assessment
success, is formulating genuine knowledge questions. These sections help you think
through the issue in terms of how you might develop the ideas into genuine knowledge
questions that you might explore in an essay, presentation or classroom discussion.

viii

402478_FM_TOK_IB_Diploma_i-ix.indd 8

04/02/17 2:57 pm

How to use this book

Finally, I will offer advice on how to approach the TOK assessment, the essay and
the presentation. Having been an examiner for many years, I can identify a number
of mistakes that students make again and again, even though they are relatively easy
to avoid. I will also identify certain elements and skills that the best students tend to
offer. The TOK assessment demonstrates a genuine challenge, even to the best and
the brightest TOK students, but there are a number of tools and skills which can
make the process less painful, less confusing and ultimately lead to success.
You should not, however, think of this course as assessment driven – it is far too rich for
that. A relatively short essay and a short presentation are simply not adequate to ‘test’ the
skills that TOK will help you develop. So the genuine value of the course is developed
day to day, class by class, and the skills come to fruition, not in the assessments, but in the
extent to which they change the ways that you approach knowledge in the world. The
TOK course, in other words, is not only about teaching you things, but also about you
learning a new way to ‘be’ in relation to the knowledge that you are developing. I hope
that this book can clarify and simplify a few of the tools and skills which will make the
course more enjoyable and ultimately lead to greater success.
I wish you well in your studies, and your TOK journey!

ix
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1

Knowledge questions
What is a knowledge question?
n Knowing about knowing
The entire Theory of Knowledge (TOK) course is built around one central concept: the
‘knowledge question’ (or KQ, for short). TOK is not like any other IB course. Whereas
students in other subjects are expected to focus on developing knowledge within a
discipline, in TOK, students are asked to take a step back from the subject and think about
what it is that they are ‘doing’ when they are studying, for example, history or maths.
It is a little bit like sport: when playing football or cricket or baseball, you do not
consciously think about the rules (other than remembering to follow them). But you can
later step back from playing the game and think about the rules themselves: Why are they
like that? What other games follow similar rules?
This is similar to the relationship between TOK knowledge questions and subject
questions. For example, as a historian you might ask:
What is the date of this castle wall?

As a TOK student you might ask:

As a biologist you might ask:

How reliable is the written testimony
relevant to the knowledge of the history
of this castle, or of this castle wall?

What is the effect of this drug
on the growth of a tumour?

As a TOK student you might ask:

How can I test the effect of this drug in
a way which overcomes personal bias in
the gathering and interpreting of data?

I don’t mean to suggest that historians and biologists don’t also ask these questions. They
certainly do! Being a good historian or biologist means that you have asked these questions,
but often this type of thinking doesn’t happen while you are learning the basics in school.
(This is why so many students return from college to say how much they appreciate having
taken TOK.) This shift out from under the rules of a subject to exploring the rules themselves
is a tricky move, but success in TOK requires that you do your best to understand it.
Despite knowledge questions being central to the course, it is often a genuine challenge
for students to learn to identify them and understand how they are different from the
other questions they are exploring in their subjects. Students are very good at identifying
interesting, debatable issues in the world and exploring them using the skills they develop
in their classes. A good subject question, however, is not necessarily a good ‘about that’
knowledge question.
4
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1 Knowledge questions

n Knowledge questions
Understanding just what is a knowledge question is therefore crucial for making sense of
the Theory of Knowledge course, and for succeeding in the TOK assessment.
As the TOK Subject Guide says, a good knowledge question should be:
• about knowledge
• an open question (one which is obviously debatable)
• general.
And I usually add:
• clearly related to elements of the TOK course.

But what does each of these mean?
n 1 Knowledge questions must be about knowledge

Although this is fundamental, this is often the biggest pitfall for students and teachers. In
the context of assessment, getting this right cannot be understated. The question you ask
in your presentation and the questions you use to explore in the prescribed titles for the
essay must be questions about knowledge. Sometimes the distinction between a ‘secondorder’ question as opposed to a ‘first-order’ question is used to illustrate what a good
knowledge question is like.
Harvard classicist Mark Schiefsky offers the following definitions:
First-order knowledge is knowledge about the world, whether theoretical or
practical in orientation; it may be a knowledge of how things are, or a knowledge
of how to do or make things.
By second-order knowledge I mean knowledge that derives from reflection
on first-order knowledge: for example, a method for generating new procedures.
Second-order knowledge … sets out a conception or norm for what knowledge
is in a particular domain. The idea of mathematical proof is a paradigmatic
second-order concept, since it involves a specification of the conditions under which
mathematical assertions can be accepted as true.
Source: www.edition-open-access.de/studies/1/12/index.html

In other words, first-order questions are questions about the world that a subject might
ask and which seek to find an answer within that subject. But it is the second-order
knowledge that you need to be firmly focused on in your TOK classrooms and assessment.
This sort of knowledge sets the rules by which the first-order knowledge is constructed by
the community or acquired by the individual.

5
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Here are some examples of first-order knowledge claims (although not necessarily true)
and first-order questions that you might see within your subject specific classrooms:
AOK

First-order knowledge claim

First-order knowledge question

Arts – Literature

The Red Wheelbarrow is about Williams’
emotional state at a particular time.

What is William Carlos Williams’ poem The Red
Wheelbarrow really about?

Languages

Bullfighting is crucial to Spanish identity.

How important to Spanish culture is bullfighting?

History

The Second World War was caused by
the economic situation in Germany at the
time.

What were the primary causes of the Second World War?

Economics

A socialised health care system helps
individuals avoid the financial burden of
illness.

What are the financial benefits of a socialised health care
system?

Biology

Photosynthesis slows down during the
winter.

What is the effect of sunlight on photosynthesis?

Chemistry

Tennessine was first discovered in 2010.

How many more fundamental elements will be found with
new technology?

Mathematics

The largest known prime number is over
17 million digits long.

Is there a greatest prime number?

Arts – Music

Beethoven’s opening sketches in his Ninth
Symphony foreshadow the development of
the entire composition.

What are the major themes and motifs of Beethoven’s
Ninth Symphony?

Ethics

Withdrawing life support can shorten the
otherwise long-term misery of the patient.

Is euthanasia acceptable on Consequentialist (or any
other theory’s) grounds?

Politics

Even in liberal countries, some material is
only available legally to adults.

Should governments allow free access to knowledge?

In each of the cases in the table, both the knowledge claim and the knowledge question
are first-order because they are claims and questions about objects or concepts in the
world; finding the answer depends on using the methods and processes that the relevant
subject teaches.
Second-order questions, on the other hand, do not seek answers ‘within’ the subject, but
are questions about how that subject goes about answering the questions it asks. They
are questions about the processes of constructing knowledge, and about what counts as
knowledge in that field, not questions about the knowledge itself. For example, I might ask
the first-order question about whether or not UFOs exist, but I would ask a second-order
question if I wondered whether the testimony of my Uncle Bob is enough to persuade me
on the matter. The first question is about things in the world; the second question is about
the rules of creating knowledge about those things.

TASK
1

Before you read on, see if you can identify second-order questions related to each of
the first-order questions in the table above.

6
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1 Knowledge questions

Below is a list of possible knowledge questions related to the first-order questions in the
table on page 6. Each is only one possible knowledge question; you might have come up
with others.
AOK

Second-order knowledge claim

Second-order knowledge question

Arts – Literature

To be a reliable interpreter of art, one must Would a 17-year old’s interpretation of poetry be as
have been trained at university.
reliable as a university professor’s?

Languages

Some concepts in a language cannot be
How does not living in a culture make it difficult to
fully understood unless you have grown up understand about the importance of traditions within that
in that culture.
culture?

History

Historians sometimes use their own values
as lenses to explore the past.

How can we weigh up various ‘causes’ of an historical
event to determine its importance?

Economics

Different economic models suggest
different outcomes in relation to policy
changes.

Is the concept of ‘benefit’ too qualitative to be measured
effectively?

Biology

Technology needs to produce data that is
reliable.

How can we be sure that the technology used to conduct
experiments is reliable?

Chemistry

The Periodic Table models how elements
are related to one another in terms of
atomic weight.

What role do models play in developing new knowledge
in the natural sciences?

Mathematics

Mathematics makes extensive use of
deductive argument.

When is trial and error an appropriate method to
construct mathematical knowledge?

Arts – Music

Being educated in music teaches you to
search for and appreciate patterns and
development in musical structure.

How does one become an ‘authority’ in making aesthetic
judgements?

Ethics

It is sometimes a challenge to predict just
what will happen in medical treatments.

How might the role of emotion in Consequentialism make
objective ethical knowledge impossible to develop?

Politics

Some knowledge is inappropriate for
certain people.

In what ways does the limiting of knowledge by authority
help or hinder the progress of knowledge?

Hopefully in each of the examples above you will be able to see how the focus of the
inquiry and the questioning have shifted from knowledge about the world to knowledge
about knowledge.
In Chapter 2 we will be looking at the knowledge framework, which is an excellent tool
to help identify knowledge questions and maintain your TOK analysis on knowledge.
Knowledge questions also are clearly concerned with a number of concepts having to do
with reliability, credibility, justification and source of knowledge.
Another suggestion would be to continually remind yourself of the need to focus on the
following elements of knowledge:
■

The construction of knowledge within an area of knowing (AOK).

■

The acquisition of knowledge within an AOK.

■

The nature of an AOK.

■

The experience of knowing within an AOK.

If you are genuinely exploring one of these four elements, you are probably still developing
a knowledge question. These are not thought of as being discrete aspects or distinct from
one another; there is quite a bit of overlap as you will see.
7
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These elements are not ‘official IB concepts’ but concepts which I have found helpful in
helping students to think about what counts as being ‘about knowledge’.
■

Construction of knowledge
This refers to the generally accepted
methods and standards of how
knowledge is created by people working
in the field. Think of this in relation to
the scope and application, concepts and
language and methodology elements of
the knowledge framework.

The construction of …

The acquisition of …

KNOWLEDGE

The nature of …

The doing of …
(The nature of knowing)

Each AOK decides what constitutes
a genuine knowledge claim within a
The elements of knowledge
field. For example, when constructing
knowledge in the sciences about UFOs, the testimony of a single individual is not
enough: the rules of knowledge construction mean that many people must have
observed the event and it must, in principle, be observable again.
■

Acquisition of knowledge
This would refer to the ways in which individuals come to know things. In the
development of new knowledge, what are the personal and ‘local’ influences on an
individual as he or she tries to create knowledge? This is different from the psychological
phenomenon of ‘learning’ something. Learning is partly about memorising, retaining,
being able to apply ideas and knowledge. Developing knowledge in the TOK sense has
more to do with one’s own personal engagement with the traditions and methods of an
AOK. As a personal knower, you have to, as it were, join a community and follow their
rules as you construct knowledge according to their rules and procedures.
For example, I might want to learn a new language, but coming to understand the
importance or emotive content of certain concepts within a language might require
full immersion and may involve years of living within a culture, and some concepts
might never be fully appreciated by a second-culture speaker. For example, the Danish
hygge, the Portugese saudade or the German gemütlich.
Another example of what the acquisition of knowledge means would be to think
about the constraints on hunches or intuition in the building of scientific knowledge. I
might have a hunch that some fact is true, but my personal intuition cannot justify the
knowledge. So in developing knowledge claims in science (acquisition of knowledge),
I have to test my own intuition using accepted methods within the field (construction
of knowledge). The knowledge framework’s links to personal knowledge, methodology
and concepts, and language might be obvious links to this point.

■

Nature of knowledge
This refers to elements most clearly explored by the scope and application element of
the knowledge framework. AOKs ask certain types of questions. The natural sciences,
for example, are called ‘natural’ for a specific reason: they explore the workings of the
natural world. Whereas the ‘human’ sciences (while still using the natural sciences)

8
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will focus on developing knowledge about human beings and how they behave. (This is
not to imply that human beings are not ‘natural’.)
The interplay between physics and mathematics is interesting because the nature of
those two AOKs seems quite distinct – physics tries to describe forces and events in the
world, while mathematics is the science of the logical relationships between numbers
and quantities – but they are also intimately related.
Similarly, you might suggest that the nature of artistic knowledge or aesthetic judgement
is to uncover subjective facts about the viewer, as opposed to facts about the object of the
art itself.
■

Nature of knowing
Finally, it is clear that some forms of knowledge are ‘non-propositional’, meaning that
rather than suggesting that something is true or false, we also say that we know how
to do things. I know how to tie my shoes in the morning, but would find it a genuine
challenge to describe this to someone. I know how to ride a bike, but knowing this
is quite different from knowing a series of facts about bicycle riding. I know how to
juggle, but only learned through the doing of it; the reading of a book was helpful but
was not enough. This type of knowing does not necessarily fit well with the knowledge
framework, but it is certainly a reasonable topic for investigation. You might, for
example, explore what you have to know how to do if you want to be an anthropologist
or an artist. Many resources devoted to TOK, however, neglect this form of knowledge,
focusing instead on propositional knowledge.

While working in TOK, you must continually think to yourself, ‘Is my discussion genuinely
about knowledge?’ Making sure that your discussion fits into one of these four categories is
one helpful way of staying on track.
TOK TRAP
Asking second-order questions in ethics
Be very careful when exploring ethics in your TOK presentation.
‘Is capital punishment right or wrong?’ is not a knowledge question. It is certainly
interesting and debatable, but it is a first-order question within ethics.
You would want to shift the question to focus on knowing: something like (but not
limited to!) ‘What effect does theory in the social sciences have when we make ethical
judgements?’
If you are hoping to explore Ethics as an AOK, you must be very careful to avoid this
trap. If you are asking about the rightness or wrongness of any action, or whether
it is ‘ethical’ or should be allowed, then you might be asking a first-order question.
Look at the question you are asking and if the answer is anything to do with ‘Is right
(or wrong)’ or ‘Should be allowed’ or ‘Is ethical’, then you have probably not asked a
second-order question. Examiners (and presentation moderators) will mark you down
for this.

9
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TOK TRAP
Use of WOKs in your knowledge question
Many times students will want to explore a particular
WOK in the context of some wider knowledge
question. This can result in a perfectly good TOK
investigation and most of the TOK textbooks have
separate chapters devoted to exploring the use and
limitations of each of the WOKs. Often, however,
students (and sometimes even teachers) treat them
in isolation; so it’s no wonder that students are led
to believe that a discussion of, for example, optical
illusions or the reliability of memory are, themselves,
suitable TOK. But is this genuine TOK? There are a
number of problems with this approach.
• First, you must be careful not to suggest that a

WOK’s influence in some knowledge dilemma
is as easily traceable as your question might
suggest.
‘How does emotion affect memory?’, for
example, might be a good knowledge question,
depending on the analysis, but what often
happens is that a student will simply ‘speculate’
that people remembering things will have been
influenced by emotion in some way or another
and give plausible instances of it happening.
One common example is to analyse the decisionmaking process of a person and speculate that
he or she was influenced by their emotions. This
is an extremely difficult claim to make unless you
have clear evidence that this was the case. Your
own speculation that it probably happened is not
enough to make your analysis credible.
In other words, the claim about emotion’s
influence (more properly ‘the influence of
emotions’) is an empirical hypothesis and unless
the student has done the research, it will be
mere speculation. In the end, however, many
of the questions of the ‘How does some WOK
interact with some other WOK?’ variety are really
first-order psychological claims about how these
things interact in the mind.

• Second, working with WOKs in this way often

leads students to suggest that analysing the
effect of any one WOK on a knowledge question
is a fait accompli, that reason will always lead to
some particular conclusion, or emotion always
leads you to do this or that. The effects of WOKs
on a knowledge question are not like boarding a
train: they do not always necessarily lead to some
particular destination.
• The biggest issue with the use of WOKs in a TOK

presentation, however, is suggested above: very
often they are not TOK. Take the old favourite,
‘To what extent do emotion and reason influence
decision making?’ I say ‘old favourite’ but, really,
this should be no one’s favourite!
i ‘To what extent …’ is vague and either calls for
a level of precision which is unnecessary (for
example, ‘About 57%’ as a response is not very
credible) or something so vague as to be nearly
meaningless (for example, ‘To a great extent’).
ii ‘Making decisions’ is not TOK. We make
decisions about knowledge (what to know)
within the context of an AOK and the focus
should be on the context provided by the AOK.
Just focusing on the process of decision making
is far too personal and probably more about
psychological processes, not about knowledge.
To become a genuine question about
knowledge, the student will have to explore the
‘consequences’ of that interplay in the context
of some AOK. What you say about reason and
emotion, for example, must be part of the
analysis or an example of some more general
point about knowledge in an AOK.

IN PRACTICE
Always avoid speculation in a TOK analysis. You
must be credible for your analysis to be successful.

How many prongs does this fork have?

10
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• Exploring optical illusions like the two- or three-

pronged fork, or the undulating circle designs in
the context of sense perception should be part
of a larger question about whether scientists,
for example, can trust their observations and
the effect of this on the reliability of scientific
knowledge or the safe-guards built into the
scientific method. An exploration of emotion’s
effect on memory should be explored in the
context of the reliability of eyewitness testimony
in history. Whether faith dilutes your reason
might be explored in the larger question of how
religious knowledge systems use notions such as
justification in their arguments. In other words,
you should be looking at what ‘effects’ the limits
of the WOKs you are working with have on the
construction of knowledge in an AOK.

Lots of interesting things
being said about the
reliability of WOKs …

How do these help you
understand claims made
within AOKs?

Look, illusions!

Can scientists trust their
observations?

Emotions – boo!
Reason – yay!

Does the scientific
method guard
effectively against
prejudice?

Eyewitnesses are
rubbish

Can historians rely on
testimony?

Language, right?

Can language be
used neutrally when
describing human
behaviour?

Rational faith!

How is justification
used in theological
arguments?

Don’t stop with WOKs

n 2 Knowledge questions should be open

In addition to being about knowledge, a good knowledge is an open question: one that is
obviously debatable and cannot be answered simply with ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘maybe’. The question
should require an analysis that shows the complexity behind the knowledge issues involved.
Questions such as, ‘Under what conditions and to what effect …?’, ‘How does …? or ‘What is
…?’ often can be the basis of good knowledge. This is not to say that you cannot develop
a successful presentation around a closed question. Keeping the question phrased as an
open question, however, will allow for more identification and exploration of alternative
perspectives.
‘Does the historical method incorporate elements of the scientific method?’ might provide the
starting point for a good presentation, but it too easily leads the student into a descriptive
essay, just giving examples of when it does. But ‘What are the consequences for historical
knowledge when trying to apply a scientific method in justifying historical claims?’ both allows the
student to show how history makes use of elements of the scientific method, and extends
the analysis into a more sophisticated exploration of the consequences of such a move.
Remember: an open question will help avoid descriptive analyses, and descriptive analyses
are generally not successful in TOK assessment.
n 3 Knowledge questions should be general

The suggestion here is that the knowledge question is not about a real life or concrete
situation. We often call it ‘decontextualised’. The idea would be that given one wellformulated knowledge question, you might be able to find a number of quite different
concrete examples which could serve as examples. This is partly another way of
emphasising the need to make sure your knowledge question is a genuine second-order
11

402478_01_TOK_IB_Diploma_002-013.indd 11

04/02/17 2:24 pm

Theory of Knowledge for the IB Diploma: Skills for Success

question. The importance of general knowledge questions is particularly important in
the essay and presentation where you will be expected to be able to offer a number of
sometimes quite different examples in order to illustrate a general point about knowledge.
n 4 Knowledge questions should make use of TOK concepts and

vocabulary
The TOK course is structured around a number of concepts: the AOKs and WOKs are
the primary ones. It is a good idea then to put those concepts to good use when framing
your knowledge question, as this will help guarantee that they are of a genuine secondorder nature and are properly general or decontextualised.
Many good knowledge questions reference elements of the TOK specification and place
them in relation to one another. The presentation’s argument then becomes about
exploring and interrogating those relationships. Earlier, we questioned the relationship
between economics (human science) and mathematics. Some good knowledge questions
will not explicitly reference another AOK or WOK, but explore notions such as reliability,
certainty or justification, which are certainly common TOK themes.
Other concepts that can be used might include things such as bias or evidence. Including
these concepts in the knowledge question itself (not just in the analysis) is a good way
to remind yourself that you should be focusing clearly on knowledge. The knowledge
framework is another excellent source of language to use: when in doubt see if your question
could be better formulated through reference to some of the knowledge framework elements.

n Using knowledge questions in essays
The assessment criteria for the TOK essay explain that ‘there is a sustained focus on
knowledge questions connected to the prescribed title’. Understandably this leads many
students and teachers to think that the essay must be peppered with any number of
knowledge questions, explicitly stated. This is not the case. The number one focus of the
essay must be the ‘prescribed title’ as it is stated. Stating knowledge questions explicitly in the
essay is perfectly appropriate, of course, but rather than treating them as a list, you should
be identifying them naturally as they arise during the unpacking and exploration of the
prescribed title. They should serve the students in his or her thinking to guarantee that the
student does not divert from the key issues present in the prescribed title: they are used, in
other words, to maintain clear relevance and should be used as steps in your larger analysis.

IN PRACTICE
For example, one of the May 2016 prescribed titles
asked students to evaluate the usefulness of applying
the principles of natural selection as a metaphor
for how knowledge develops: ‘Knowledge within
a discipline develops according to the principles of
natural selection.’ How useful is this metaphor?
One way of unpacking the title would be to explore
knowledge questions such as:
■

■

How do prevailing social practices provide a framework for evaluating common knowledge?

The key to the use of any knowledge question,
however, would be to use them to create a common
and coherent narrative throughout the piece. The
knowledge questions that you do decide to raise
should be related in that they point towards a
particular approach, namely your own!

What are the effects and impacts of new evidence
to established knowledge claims in the sciences (or
some other AOK)?

12
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1 Knowledge questions

TASKS
2

Consider the knowledge questions you developed above and see if you can make them
better, by putting the ideas in this section to good use. Can you include reference to an
AOK or WOK? Can you add some sort of relation between concepts and ideas? Learning
to take one KQ and improving it is a valuable skill when it comes to the assessment.

3

Develop a list of genuine knowledge questions that you think you might have to
engage with in order to develop a full response to this title. See if you can map
the connections between them in the form of a flow chart – moving from one
knowledge question to the next and culminating in a full response to the title.

TOK TRAP
Unanswered knowledge questions and unanswered prescribed titles
Many students will state a number of knowledge questions at the end of their
introductory paragraph and then leave them unanswered or, worse yet, will end up
answering the knowledge questions instead of the initial prescribed title. In both of
these cases the essay could suffer from being irrelevant.
Whenever you identify a specific knowledge question you should also make sure it is clear
in the reader’s mind just why you think it is relevant to the title and why your approach to
the title requires you to raise it; this will show good analysis and evaluation skills.

n Using knowledge questions in presentations
The importance of the knowledge question for the TOK presentation cannot be
underestimated. The whole point of the presentation is to pose, then explore a knowledge
question. If a student has chosen to explore a question which is not about knowledge, then
there is very little he or she can do to go on to score well.

IN PRACTICE
A presentation might be engaging, interesting, insightful and still not score well against
the TOK criteria if the presentation is not about TOK. I might deliver a great presentation
on the historical influences of the early Gothic novel, but if I present this as part of my
physics Internal Assessment, I’m not going to score well. TOK does have a particular
approach and if that approach is not utilised, then scores will suffer. The whole point of
this chapter is to give guidance on what the nature of a good knowledge question is and
how to differentiate them from first-order, discipline-based questions.
Many students use ‘subsidiary knowledge questions’ in their analysis. Again, this is
not ‘necessary’ but they are helpful in the same way they are helpful in the essay: they
are used to further unpack the initial question. Students need to avoid the same traps
mentioned in relation to the essay: randomly posing further knowledge questions with
little or no relation to one another or to the title; posing knowledge questions without
actually answering them; or posing so many questions that it is not possible to develop
a sophisticated analysis of them.
Remember that the presentation is only 10 minutes (per person), so posing too many
knowledge questions will make it a challenge to develop an analysis which shows
genuine depth and insight. My advice is ‘the fewer the better’.

13
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The knowledge
Scope/applications
• What is the area of
knowledge about?
• What practical
problems can be
solved through
applying this
knowledge?
• What makes this
area of knowledge
important?
• What are the
current open
questions in this
area – important
questions that are
currently unan
swered?
• Are there ethical
considerations that
limit the scope of
inquiry? If so, what
are they?

Concepts/language

Methodology

• What role does
language play in the
accumulation of
knowledge in this
area?

• What are the
methods or
procedures used in
this area and what is
it about these
methods that
generates knowledge?

• What are the roles
of the key concepts
and key terms that
provide the building
blocks for
knowledge in this
area?
• What metaphors are
appropriate to this
area of knowledge?
• What is the role of
convention in this
area?

• What are the
assumptions
underlying
these methods?
• What counts as a
fact in this area of
knowledge?
• What role do models
play in this area of
knowledge?
• What ethical thinking
constrains the
methods used to gain
knowledge?

Source: IB Subject Guide
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e?

framework
Historical development
• What is the significance
of the key points in the
historical development
of this area of
knowledge?
• How has the history of
this area lead to its
current form?

Links to personal knowledge
• Why is this area significant to the
individual?
• What is the nature of the
contribution of individuals to
this area?
• What responsibilities rest upon the
individual knower by virtue of his
or her knowledge in this area?
• What are the implications of this
area of knowledge for one’s own
individual perspective?
• What assumptions underlie the
individual’s own approach to this
knowledge?

g

n
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FOR THE

IB DIPLOMA

This sample chapter has been taken from Theory of
Knowledge (TOK) for the IB Diploma: Skills for Success.

Theory of
Knowledge
Skills for Success
Build confidence in a range of key Theory of Knowledge skills with
this practical companion, full of advice and guidance from an
experienced TOK expert.
n

Learn to apply analytical skills with Deeper Analysis, showing you
how to go beyond simply identifying and explaining

n

Develop awareness of the practical application of knowledge
with In Practice pointers, offering guidance on how topics can be
used in TOK activities

n

Improve skills for formulating genuine knowledge questions for
use in activities, a crucial part of assessment success

n

Avoid making the mistakes that others make in the assessment
with TOK Traps that highlight common errors and misconceptions.
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