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Introduction


Speaking on behalf of TOK teachers around the world, I can tell you that being part of your Theory of Knowledge (TOK) course is a genuine pleasure! When you take your first steps on the TOK adventure, you are undergoing what might be the biggest journey in the IB Diploma Programme, and the development and transformation we TOK teachers see in our students is incredibly rewarding.

TOK will be a brand new subject to you, and the sort of approach needed to do well in it is one that you will not have encountered before. For example, 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 may be confusing and challenging at first, but you learn the concepts, you learn to approach the topics and you get on with it.

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 the 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 it will not be significantly different from the methods of learning you were using before the Diploma Programme.

TOK, however, is fundamentally different, both in terms of content and approach. In fact, there is not really any ‘content’ that you have to learn throughout the course. 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.

In TOK, you must become comfortable asking questions about what makes someone’s approach to creating knowledge in their field different from how someone in another discipline constructs knowledge 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 students studied beforehand. But over and over again, throughout my teaching career 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’.

Because TOK is so different from their other subjects, students are often slow to come to understand it. Most of them 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.


How to use this book

The point of this book is to explore the main elements of the course with an eye to applying these skills to your day-to-day learning in the classroom, and to provide a context which will help you to develop the skills required for success in the assessments.

First and foremost, we will be exploring the nature of the most fundamental aspect in the TOK course, the need to maintain a focus on issues and questions relating to knowledge. The breadth and scope of the course means that students can pretty much discuss anything they wish, provided they discuss it in a way that is focused on knowledge. But this approach is sometimes a challenge for students who are unfamiliar with it, so we will consider it closely.

Central to the success of a ‘proper’ TOK analysis is the notion of the ‘knowledge question’, discussed in the subject guide beginning on page 11. For the assessment you will not have to develop your own knowledge question. The IA prompts and the prescribed titles are all themselves already knowledge questions, but knowing about them and how to construct them will help you develop new ones as part of your own responses to the IA prompt and the prescribed titles.

You should get your hands on a copy of the IB Theory of Knowledge guide from your teacher and use it as a guide throughout your reading of this book. The subject guide is the document from which your own teachers have to develop their course, but it is not any sort of secret document. There are no ‘answers’ there, only a lot of really interesting questions. Having the subject guide will help you better understand the course and it will also help you to better understand and prepare for the assessments.

Some of the key features of the book are shown below and on the next page.
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TOK TRAP

There are many things that TOK students do again and again which can get them into trouble when it comes to assessment. The TOK trap sections in this book highlight possible pitfalls that students can too easily fall into. But, rather than just a ‘don’t do this!’ list, they are full of ‘proceed with caution’ warnings. In many cases, where one student will fall into a trap, another student, being aware of what they are doing and proceeding with caution can avoid the trap and make a really powerful point. Examiners are always impressed when a student is able to turn what looks like a TOK trap into something unique, compelling and sophisticated.
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DEEPER THINKING

A key feature of a successful exhibition 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.
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IN PRACTICE

Very often, TOK students find themselves leaving a class thinking, ‘What was that all about?!’ Sometimes, the discussion is too abstract and when this happens, the practical application of the TOK skills is lost. TOK is meant to be a tool to help you uncover questions about knowledge in the real world (this practical aspect is essential to the exhibition). TOK should not be just a series of random and contentious ideas or debates. The ‘In practice’ sections offer guidance on how the topics being discussed might be practically applied in the TOK exhibition and essay, or in classroom discussions.

[image: ]






[image: ]

BUILDING KNOWLEDGE ANALYSES

Another real challenge for TOK students – one that is absolutely crucial to assessment success – is maintaining a knowledge-focused analysis throughout the assessment. These sections will help you think through issues, in terms of how you might explore the ideas in your assessments or in classroom discussions.
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ACTIVITY

There are activities throughout the book that give you the opportunity to put important TOK skills into practice.
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Extra reading materials and useful resources are linked to by QR codes throughout the book. They are placed in the margin alongside the text for quick scanning.

To use the QR codes to access the weblinks you will need a QR code reader for your smartphone/tablet. There are many free readers available, depending on the device that you use. We have supplied some suggestions below, but this is not an exhaustive list and you should only download software compatible with your device and operating system. We do not endorse any of the third-party products listed below and downloading them is done at your own risk.

For iPhone/iPad, Qrafter – https://apple.co/2Lx9H5l

For Android, QR Droid – https://bit.ly/JKbRP0

For Blackberry, QR Code Scanner – https://blck.by/2DD51Jo

For Windows/Symbian, UpCode – https://bit.ly/2UJe7dt

The final chapter of the book offers specific and detailed advice on how to approach the TOK assessments: the essay and the exhibition. 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 assessments present 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 which can ultimately lead to success.

TOK has been around for as long as the IB, and the TOK essay has been a part of the TOK assessment for nearly as long. However, the new subject guide has altered the structure of the prescribed title, so future prescribed titles might look a little different. From May 2020, they will all take the form of a knowledge question and they will likely specifically refer to one of the five areas of knowledge (AOK). Sometimes, there will be a reference to another AOK or a requirement that you choose another AOK to discuss in comparison with the one specified. In some cases, they might also refer to one of the elements of the knowledge framework.

Because the essay on a prescribed title has been around for many years, there are a huge number of past prescribed titles available. These might not be formulated in the same way as the new ones, but they nevertheless will still be useful to think about and to practise on during your years in the IB. At some points in this book, we reference old prescribed titles, but when we do, it will be to a title which has the elements that the new titles will also have.

For more information on the essays, see Chapter 4.

You should not, however, think of this course as assessment driven – it is far too rich for that. A relatively short essay and a small exhibition are simply not adequate to ‘test’ the skills that TOK will help you develop. The point of the assessment is to give you an opportunity to demonstrate what you have learned and the new approaches you have developed. The genuine value of the course, therefore, is to be found in the day-to-day classroom activities. Ultimately, the true value of the TOK skills you develop 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 for you, and ultimately lead you to greater success.

I wish you well in your studies, and in your TOK journey!
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