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This evaluative i
! estance isa ¢ > ! 4
il 1 challenge for many TOK students. Students often get caught
> trap of offering to ch descrinti
g too much description of ideas or examples, and not getting under

the ideas and into the analvsic of
1e analysis of them. Even more difficult is a sustained and explicit

commentary on the materi '
Y material. A good analytical essay (generally in the form of a discursive

essay) can show all the skills
Y Il the TOK skills needed to do well, but in the hest essays, the student

is in full comma > materi i :
and of the material, using the analysis of the material to make their own

comment on tﬁhe material. In the exhibition you only have about 300 words to move
through descn.ption and into evaluation. This is the level students should really be aiming
for. The examiners are most interested in your commentary on the material; they don't
just need the ideas explained to them. They are TOK teachers and already understand it
well enough. They want to know your ideas about the material.

B BUILDING KNOWLEDGE ANALYSES

When evaluating anything in the context of TOK, try to remember that the whole point
of the course is to get you thinking about knowledge. So your comment on propaganda,
for example, should focus on how the things you claim to know are influenced by the
propaganda, not about how you behave or about your decisions. Your ‘comment on

the material’ should be about how you think the event, process or real-life situation
impacts your knowledge about the world.

The TOK essay

The points above are meant to be general advice for the construction of your ideas,
regardless of whether those ideas are presented in the TOK essay or the TOK exhibition.
This general advice might be applied to the essay and exhibition equally, but there are

some differences that should not be ignored.

This section is about how to apply this advice to the specifics of the TOK essay.

B The prescribed titles

Because the essay on a prescribed title has been central to the assessment of the TOK
course for many years, there are hundreds of past prescribed titles out there and your
teachers may have collected some over the years. You will certainly be able to find them
on the internet.

Previously, the prescribed titles have taken all sorts of different formats and, in the most
)
recent version of the course, the prescribed titles did not make specific reference to any

AOK:s at all, often asking students to choose which of the AOKs to use in their answers.
:

In the current course (first being assessed in May 2022), however, the new prescribed

titles will:

@ be formulated in the form of a knowledge question, or already reference a
knowledge issue

m usually reference one or more of the AOKs

m allow some choice of a second AOK, if only one is specified

ment of the knowledge framework.

m perhaps also mention an ele
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Because the subject guide requires all the AOKs to be discussed in the course along wit,

each of the different elements of the knowledge framework, then all the students should
be prepared to answer titles on any of the AOKs.

In a few places in this text, I reference past titles, but I have chosen titles that keep largely

to the new structure. Please be aware, however, that the new prescribed titles may look

slightly different, even if they are essentially the same sorts of things.

m Deciding what to think

TOK essays are difficult to write. Every year | have students tell me that the TOK is by far
the most challenging essay they have had to write, in some ways even more challenging
than the extended essay. However, I find that the reason many students find the TOK
essay so challenging is because they have not considered it as a two-step process: they have
soldiered ahead, churning out words and ideas in an attempt to reach the magical goal of
1600 words. They often find while they write, however, that the issue they are exploring
are far more challenging than they thought they were.

Do | go back and change my ideas based
on my new thinking, or do | carry on

towards the finish and make the most of
what | have written so far?

They are then faced with a choice:

g

Going back is always the best idea because your essay will be far more coherent and
directed if you have established what you think before you begin presenting your ideas. If

you just carry on, the end of the essay will likely not match up with the beginning.

A more structured approach, which divides the thinking up of the ideas from the
presenting of them in an essay, is meant to alleviate much of the suffering that comes with
this sudden realization that all your ideas have changed and you are half-way through
writing! [ don’t suggest that this will necessarily make the process easier (although think

it does), but it will probably make it more of an enjoyable journey.

;or mbe t?e idea is simple: first work out what it is that you want to say, then work out
ovs: .des to s;y It In the case of TOK, you must first put in the hard work of crafting
ygl:r i ia; ?n determining what itis that you think about the knowledge questions i
)a/nd t(;); \;aliflr;s, ;;the I:sue_;s ﬁertalnmg to the prescribed title. Work out your answer

ments of that answer, then m isi ' est
el ake decisions about what is the b
These two phases are equally im

portant, but the ite di i of
questions you are answering in t Y are quite ditferent In the 7B

hem (see ‘Target questions’, page 74)
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YOu proceed in
The steps which follow
will likely

while you

away that ends i, an essay you can he proud of?
can be used a5 a guide, However, keep in ming th
aces. You might he making chojces
are simply articulating the key ideas of the essay
process. The other key poi

Nt to remember jg that this is ¢

. at the step
overlap in p| S

sequencing of ideas
= this is fine, it is all part of the
Me-consuming

about the

the ideal situation, [ realj

and so represents
having a whole wealth of

adlines for your writing
e

1y, you will be subject to de as well as
other pressures on your tim
In addition to this, you w

fixtures,

ill probably h

plays to learn lines for,
and friends to hang out w

ave other homework,

rehearsals for music events,

ith. Some of you might take time
The best advice is to start early,

other As, Sports training and
concerts to go to, movies to see
to sleep as well,

do your best and don't wait until the |

ast minute (but
really, you know this already)

The prescribed titles come out in September for M
March for November students: you don't have
teachers to put a process into place to begin thinking about how you will

. ay

examination students and in to wait for your
answer the titles.

I suggest that deciding what you think can be broken down into roughly four steps:

1 Brainstorming

2 Write in order to find out what you think

3 Making decisions

4 Making an argument plan

W Step 1: Brainstorming

h‘ Stage yOll dO] l'l want to ju g(.’ Or toss out any l as, | St g¢ them
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pre= ‘ J wiedge
r(n) pts’ peyh pr (s)n' of the 12 core concepts, or some element of the knc ; l
: i i g r a whole range of ideas,
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i short paragraph about these ideas mig
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if relevant. Simp

writing if you are stuck.
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Theory of Kn
; ¢ any writing [ would suggest the following:
Generally, however, hefore you start @
i o the heading ‘Possible issues or tensions
X long one side, write t : _
1 Wiite or print the title tzh:t neged solutions’ order t0 .develop. the title fully. You might
et "f“ddle AL even use the IA prompts to give you ideas.
sheet of paper-
/
3 Along another side Possible i
; ossible issues or
write the four elements
of the knowledge > Knowledge framework tensions that need
framework. solutions
Possible concrete examples
4 Along another side write 5 Underline the command prompt 6 Circle the main ideas you think you
*Possible concrete examples if there is one. If there isn't, create will need to engage to understand
that | know about.’ one: Discuss, evaluate, analyse the title properly.
7 Now you just start thinking freely about what you see 8 Keep in mind real-life and concrete examples that you can use 10
illustrate some of the ideas you have had about the prescribed title.

before you. Keep in mind the knowledge questions and the
knowledge frameworks: if you are stuck, think, ‘What
element of the knowledge framework might this title relate
to?’ or, ‘How can | use the knowledge framework elements
to unpack the title?” You might also think about what
knowledge questions are embedded in the title.

The point to brainstorming is to simply get ideas (bot
the bad — you don’t know which is which yet) out of your head and
on to the paper. When you are stuck, ask yourself a prompting
gue;tlon based on the knowledge framework or knowledge questions,
ut if you are properly stuck, put it down and come back later.

h the good and

TOK TRAP

There is no reason why, at this stage (and really, at this
stage only), you cannot identify ideas in collaboration
with a friend — you are only throwing ideas around
without any judgment of them. When you start to
notice that certain ideas of those you have identified
mean that other ideas are not going to be relevant

this means that you have begun to establish a ’
direction, you are now making choices and buildin
your own individual response to the title. This is Wl?en

you shoyld stop collaborating as you will run the
risk qf either giving others your ideas or too-heavily
drawing on the ideas of others and falling foul of the

academic honesty requirements. :

;hs !B has very strict rules about academic dishonesty
o?h & t hey feel that you have colluded or taken

ers” ideas as your own, you run the risk of losing
your diploma!
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TOK TRAP

Even though you mi
ght have created
IA Prompts to : your own knowledge questio
b s e e o it oy rvr e
gt ot let the other questi '
attention. Use , questions you've developed dist
the others as waypoints on the way to an answer fgr thelti:ﬁedlfy %Lr

.

Y(?u have finished brainstorming when you start to formulate hypotheses about how you
w.\\l actually construct a response. At this point you might use different coloured cnz and
highlighters to identify which ideas you like, which examples you think might be[;rui(ful;
or which elements of the knowledge framework you would like to focus on. Make sure
that you are thinking about genuine TOK ideas about knowledge at this stage too! When
considering the ideas you have identified, you must be able to explain clearly and explicitly
why that idea is going to help you answer the title. Do not engage with ideas unless they
are clear ‘stepping-stones’ to developing a response to the title. 1

m Step 2: Writing to find out what you think

Most important tip ever! i
Back up your material or make sure that all your writing is ‘in the cloud".

Many schools provide backup services through the software they use (Google Docs,
Google Classroom, OneNote, OneDrive, etc). Computers crash, they get dropped, they
run out of battery, they get coffee spilled on them and when that happens, they often
lose whatever was being done. Don't be that student who loses everything because

their computer died — back it up!

Often you can begin the next stage by writing, although not by ‘writing the introduction’
Write that last. Here you just want to start developing your ideas using sentences and

words. If you don’t know what to write initially, don't worry. Try to identify the ideas that
you know that you will have to describe or discuss no matter what your final evaluation of

them will be. Just begin by writing them out.

Consider the recent prescribed title:
and supporting knowledge claims.

Areas of knowledge have methods for testing
are reliable? Develop your answer

How can we know that these methods themselves
with reference to two areas of knowledge.
u would have to discuss and explain the methods

No matter what your evaluation, yO
Perhaps you have already decided that

involved in knowledge construction in two AOKs.
you're going to explore history as an AOK, so you might begin by describing what you
think of as ‘the historical method’. Maybe you don’t know what to say about it, or where
ut you know you will have to describe it at some point in the
is after you have done it, you put it away and

as anything like a final product.

it will go in the final essay, b
¢ there. The secret, then,

essay, so just star
and do not think of it

come back to it later,
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s from which you must choose. For each, make a list of the
Il have to engage with. Before you make your final choice,
d even practise writing a paragraph for some of the
feel comfortable writing about those ideas? Do you
ts? If not, then that title might not be for yoy.

Look at the prescribed title‘
ideas that you think you Wi
you might compare your lists an
ideas you have identified. Do you
have things to say about those concep

This phase of writing prompts unique questions which are different from the questions You

‘ : ) P ase you will make decisio
encounter in the ‘presenting phase’ In this second phase y ns about

the order of the ideas; which ideas will go in which paragraph, and so on.

The following sections offer some advice about how to use these two processes in relatioy
to the essay.

® Tip 1: Some word-processing software have what is called ‘outline view’ which makes
developing and sequencing ideas very easy. [ use it when I have to produce large and
complex pieces of writing, like a textbook.

I use the headings to organize ideas, and the subheadings and ‘body text’ to begin the
process of articulating the ideas. When [ am done with one section (or have run out of
things to say), I just close it so I cannot see it anymore and move on to work on some
other section. Collapsing various levels lets you see the headings at a glance, which

then lets you see how the main ideas are fitting together.

As | write in this view, I begin to uncover ideas | didn’t know I had, and I can easily
move them about. When the time comes for the second half of the process — writing 0

present the ideas — I can easily switch the view to ‘print layout’ and voila, much of my
essay is written already!

® Tip 2: As you identify particular ideas and concepts you will begin finding
relationships between them. Here again you should try to write out how you see those
relationships working. As you do this you will now start thinking about (or looking for)
genuine examples that will be helpful in illustrating your ideas. Rather than worrying

about when to present the examples, just practise writing them out — take up as many

words as you need to make it a good example.

The best ideas you will have during this stage are the ideas about what sorts of knowled
issues you come across while thinking about the title. Remember not to let these draw i
away from staying focused on the prescribed title. One
this point should be a carefuyl

section in your drafting of ideas®
articulation of why the new ideas you have uncovered are

relevant to the title: just a sentence or two will suffice

As you continue this process, you will soon fin,

d that you are buildi la
-y at you are building a genera PP“‘""JI

e ora ‘stmtegy to deal with the ideas and issues contained in the tile. If yoU
are lucky, you will have a number of different approaches or ideas to choose from- Work

through some of the details for cach of the app re fruitful, O
: are Mo

) roaches to
which you have -

the most ideas for. Your challenge in

phase is to make decisions about which ideas Vi
o Q)
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m Step 3: Making decisions - thinki
A ing about what you h i
and what you now think about the title you have written

Now that you have written a few words, you can st

art reflecting on just what you have
e . at you have
decided about what you think. You can think strategically about this by asking the

following questions (but not necessarily in this order):

® Which of your ideas do you actually think are correct? It is far easier to justify a
position which you believe to be the correct position.

m Which ideas do you think are best justified? You might find that you are not sure what

you think, but that you have a couple of good arguments for one idea or another.

m  Which ideas do you think you have enough words to fill an essay with? You don’t want
to choose a topic then spend a lot of time on it only to find that you really don't have a
lot to say about it.

m Which ideas do you think are most surprising or interesting? Often you can
capture the imagination (and approval) of the examiners if you can develop an
idea that challenges the status quo or explores something in a unique and
surprising way.

m Which of your ideas are a genuine response to the prescribed title as set? Scratch out
the ideas that are tangents or that take you further away from the title. You must make
sure that all of your ideas are relevant to the prescribed title. | always have a copy of the

main essay title to hand when working on essays - keep going back to the title and ask:

Is what I'm writing directly relevant to a response to that title?

TOK TRAP

While you are producing ideas in this way, and at still have to work through the ideas and develop

ihis stage, you must not think of the words you are your writing.

-i-mmg 3s the final words, in their final form. Oncg You will have to add signposts linking the sections

fou have decided on your approach, you might wish 4 qether and introductory and concluding passages to
0 use much of what you have written but you will help elucidate the points you are trying to make.

m Step 4: Making an argument plan

The final outcome of this process should be a clear understanding of what your response

ibed title is going to be. After you have made y
nk best answer the title, you should

to the prescri our decisions about which of

your ideas you are going to develop and which you thi

try to organize them into an argument.

One way of capturing this argument is W ith an ‘argument plan’ This is not an essay

plan. The essay plan will be an outline of the m
the culmination of the second stage

ain ideas in their proper order; in

of the process. We are still in the
other words,

first stage.
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® A good argument will also have a number of ‘premises’ which give weight to he the,
and justify it. You also need to be able to state your premises in a few lwmfscmcnce
When you write them out sep: arately, and in order, do they amount to a cludr.mswu,
the title!

m Each premise will itself need justification. Solid examples are crucial for this elemeny,
don’t make examples up- find real and concrete examples from the real world, Real
examples are best when trying to illustrate and justify the premises.

m A good argument will also be aware of what someone who disagrees with the thesis
or the premises would say. Can you articulate the position of someone who disagrees)
What would they say in response to you? What examples would they use as evidence
against you? Try to make these counter-arguments as strong as possible or else you
might be committing ‘the straw man fallacy’

m A good argument will also reply to the counter-arguments. It shows good thinking
skills to be aware of how people might disagree with you, but even better thinking to
then reply to those counter-claims and show why, despite these worries, your position is
still better.

In summary, any good argument will clearly state the thesis being supported, make explicit
the premises and evidence for that thesis, show what counter or alternative positions are
available, and why you still hold to your own thesis. If you can do this, you have developed

a very strong argument.

m Avoid dictionary definitions

Many of the TOK essays I read while examining make a point of taking the time (and
spending the words) to offer an explicit definition of key words in the title. Often this is
prefaced “The Oxford English Dictionary defines X as ... To me, this is a clear case of
mixing up ‘writing to think” with ‘writing to present’. The student has been told that ‘you
should define key words’, and while this is probably true, it is not true that the definition
actually has to be in the essay! You might not need to include it.

Reasons to include a definition in a TOK essay include:
m if the word is so uncommon or technical to an AOK that it is unlikely the examiner
will know it

® ifa proper technical definition is required

if the common-place definition from the dictionary will actually be tested or challenged
TOK is a course that should create a sceptical approach to dictionaries and their

definitions in the first place — as you will have learned from TOK, the meaning of
the words we use are malleable and historically contextualized: in other words, the

definition of a word will change over time. While LllCtlondrleS are useful to identify o
words are used at the moment, they are not the sorts of thing;

the meaning of those words, We decide how words a
1€
dictionaries just capture this common usage of

example: once meaning happy or joyful
homosexual.
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Therefore, by offering dictionary definitions and then doing nothing with them suggests
that you are accepting dictionaries as genuine authorities of the meanings of words, and
this might make a TOK examiner sceptical: have you really understood the nature of
language in the construction of knowledge if you uncritically accept that dictionaries are

somehow ‘true’?

So, by all means, keep the dictionary close to hand when working on your TOK assessments;
they might be very helpful as you think through the various approaches you can take, but
it is likely the examiner doesn't need you to write out a definition for them. You might

include the dictionary definition if you are making a point about the limits of dictionaries as

authorities when it comes to how words are used, but all too often students randomly define

‘key words’ in the title then completely ignore those definitions or never use them again.

m Types of essay

There are two main types of TOK essay:

m Discursive: the essay that seeks to discuss.

m Persuasive: the essay that seeks to persuade.

es to the TOK prescribed titles. In many cases, the

Both can be successful respons
ch, but even in those

prescribed title in fact seems to Jean towards the discursive approa

cases students can choose to write in either style.

B Discursive essays
discuss’ are said to be discursive. This me

ain any number of primary issues
dentify key issues, then explain

ans that their primary

Essays which try to
having to do with

objective is to outline and expl
a topic. Success in a discursive essay requires you to i
them and analyse them fully.

should have a good sense of the importance

discursive essay, your reader

At the end of reading a
nts in

and significance of the key eleme

the area you are focusing on.
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The 'discuss’ in the
prescribed titles

are more like an
interrogation than a
friendly chat

ritical nature of ‘disc uss’ in the TOK prescribed tit]
Itles,

Don’t, however, underestimate the ¢

pe of iscuss as ‘Let’s meet up
v the idea of talking around an issue, and there is very |iy]
K

48 ni the same ty for coffee and discuss that movie’ — g},
oy 1

sense of ‘discuss’ means merel
in a discussion of this type.

at stake, or not much by way of significance,

ore like

iscuss’ you should understand it m

md \\'nrd ‘\.]
| or your school

¢ record’. Here

ight

When prescribed titles use the comm:
when your parents say, “We need to discuss your behaviour I:
principal calls you into their office saying, “We need to discuss your academi

to be sorted out. Youm

st weekend’

Jiscuss’ signifies that something is at stake and that it needs
think of it as a tension in the title or a challenge.

Your job in a discursive essay 15 tO identify that issue and explore it with an eye t
and secking a position on those issues. After

illuminating
reading a good discursive €
but also what you thin

or clarifying the significant issues
arly understand not just what

ssay, your examiner should cle
k the important issues are, what questions and

how those issues can be resols ed.

the issues might be,

hy those issues are significant and possibly

prannh exist, W

ideas or
s’ a movie):
that content. I

Choose past prescribed titles that ask you to ‘discuss’. First, make a list of
tent that you think you need to discuss (in the way you might ‘discus

sions) that need sorting out relating to

should be on these issues.

con
Next, make a list of issues (or ten.

you write an essay on the title, it

Things to consider in a discursive essay:
- 1ceS-
is to make ;:xxxl choice

d one which
g the title:

5

m Identify key issues: The key to success in this first element I
; iql ; wi
as you wish to ‘discuss’ is

of sophistication with which you are

an important decision an
approachin
ich the knowef

AOK. One of 1

The choice of ide

tell the examiner the level
For example, a recent title asked students to explore the extent to wh
tial to the pursuit of knowledge in relation to an

perspective was essen
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major pitfalls of this title was that students elected to focus on the

). < >, 1 H ' Tal
knower’s perspective impacted on the pursuit of knowledge

notion of how the

without investigating why

that was (or was not) essential. So, an es i i
L . S0, an essay which discussed e impac
y ussed th impact of the knower's

perspective certainly would not have been wrong, but it would not have

the important elements.

discussed all

m Explain and analyse these issues: The success of a discursive essay then builds on
a good choice of what issue gets discussed. The major pitfall in this area is that the
explanation and analysis of the material ends up being disjointed, meaning that the

various issues identified, explained and analysed appear as if they have little relation to

each other. In 0
ther words, the essay appears to be more of a ‘stream of consciousness’

than a genuine discussion.

When students write ‘Another issue is ... or, ‘This links up to what [ have said before

: : . A s
in that ..." examiners wonder just what that link is meant to be, or just how the

student thinks the next issue is related to those that came before it. ‘Moreover’ and

X . .
furthermore’ are often also simply suggesting that another vaguely related idea is

coming, but don't themselves explain what the relationship is between the ideas.

£ss3ys need SIgNPOSts: connective phrases which
! the reader how each paragraph relates to the
~an context of the essay and the specific ideas that
wrround it. You want to choose connective phrases

srrases like “Another point is ..." just tells the examiner
nat you are making a list, and not explaining how the
deas relate.

ook at the following ‘signposts’ and rate them
sccording to how much they actually tell the reader
:00ut how the ideas relate to one another:

* ‘Another point is ...’

In contrast to this point ...’

tactually tell your reader what the connections are.

‘Moreover ..."

‘A counter-claim would be ...’

‘This leads on to ...

‘But things are more complicated than this ...

‘Applying this idea to the following situation,
however ..."

‘One implication of this idea is ...’
‘However, it is not clear that this is entirely true ...

"While there may be strengths to this position,
further analysis indicates that ...

m Develop a common the

must be a common thread

I use a variety of metaphors to illustrate this
issue on which you will hang your various ideas,
rail? or, ‘What is the trunk from which y

or, ‘What is the main idea that your ideas w

larger river”

the discussion.

As a nonTOK example, were you to discuss the di
hole series of facts about eac

you wouldn't just list a w

This thread that your ideas are feeding into or h

mentioned earlier when defining th

the weekend or the academic record th

e various types of

me: The point then, is that even in a discursive essay there

to the essay which creates clear links between ideas.

point. 1 ask students, ‘What is the main

like coat hangers hanging on a clothes
: o

our ideas will grow, like branches from a tree!

ill contribute to, like streams feeding into a

anging from is the main issue |
iscuss. It is the behaviour at

at will serve to guide and focus the rest of

fferences between tWo universities,

h. You would identify key issues
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context. You might compare admission rate

act as the comparative S or

which would ) ;
aid: these would be the clothes rails off which yoy, could
« A

ice qal
course choices or financ -
~vine a common thread like this creates the compgr:
hang the individual points. Having a cor i i
therwise they are just random facts sitting next to one another. In the context of
— otherwise they ¢ :

TOK, this common thread will likely be explicitly stated by the title, or closely relateg

to it. Make sure it is clear and make sure

r knows what that main point is. This really shoyld pe

it is clearly knowledge-focused.

Also make sure your examine

offered in the introductory paragraph. .
ideas you are discussing — you are not simply writing ide

down as they pop into your head: you know how they relate to one another and how,

Having this main context tells them thar you

have chosen consciously the
together, they create a single sophisticated discussion of the topic at hand.
:
The explanation and analysis of your essay will then build on common ideas being
discussed throughout, thereby giving the essay a coherent and unified vision. Explanatiop
and analysis go far beyond description, and knowing why you are introducing an idea ing
the discussion helps you extend beyond simple description. Similarly, you might have a|
sorts of really good ideas, but without a clear structure, they will just rattle around like
ping pong balls dropped on the floor. Examiners call these ‘stream of consciousness’ essays

and can spot them a mile away.

Choose either past titles, or the prescribed titles you will be using and ‘discuss’ them
with your group as part of the brainstorming step. See if you can identify the main idea
or ideas that the prescribed title is trying to get at. There might be more than one. If
you were to write a full essay, you might use that main idea/problem/issue to create the
context in which the rest of your ideas would fit and be related to one another.

W Persuasive essays

A persuasive essay is an essay which seeks to convince or persuade its reader of something
It will make a point and try to offer reasons to believe it: it puts forward an argument. And

by argument I don’t mean ‘two conflicting viewpoints’. In the words of Monty Python’s

famous ‘Argument Clinic’ sketch, an argument is ‘an intellectual process’ or ‘a connected

series of statements intended to establish a definite proposition’ (John Cleese and Graham

Chapman, 1972). It is not simply a series of contradicting statements.

A genuine ‘argument’ seeks to establish the truth of some

position or some claim, which is
generally called the thesis, or the

conclusion. [ prefer ‘thesis’ over ‘conclusion’ as students

S fuse a Caovm s lirated . . : g
often confuse the ‘conclusion’ (that which an argument is secking to establish) with ‘the

concluding paragraph’ (the final paragraph of the essay). In terms of the TOK essay, if

ant to seek to establish a thesis which is a direct
response to the prescribed title. You should be able

you are writing a persuasive essay, you w.

to say the prescribed title out loud,

then say your thesis and the two together should make perfect sense (though, of course,

your thesis will need support!)

For a good example of what an argument is not, use the QR code to view the Monty

Python "Argument Clinic’ sketch onfi [
' ne. Try to identi e
an argument is and what he says it is not R o he Rl
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B 'Knowledge is nothing more than
the systematic Organization of facts.’
Discuss this statement in relation to
two areas of knowledge. (May 2014)
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C  Inwhat Wways may disagreement aid 3
the pursuit of knowledge in the natural
and human sciences? (May 2013)
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D 'Knowledge gives us a sense of who | 4
we are.’ To what extent is this true in ‘
the human sciences and one other area
of knowledge? (November 2013)
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The nature of the evidence and the
role of testability of clajms means
that contrasting views haye different
effects on the overall reliability of the

knowledge Produced in the AOKs.

While both the sciences and thearts
might tell us about oyr own nature,

they use significantly different concepts
and methods to do s, Ultimately, the

knowledge gained in the arts is far
more significant,

While questions in mathematics often
rely on certain axiomatic assumptions,
they don't necessarily make that
knowledge less reliable. How questions
are posed in the human sciences,
however, do directly relate to the
validity of the knowledge gained from
the answers.

No knowledge is genuinely useful
unless it is aimed at solving real-world
problems.

E  "Without the group to verify it, 5
knowledge is not possible.’ Discuss
with reference to two areas of
knowledge. (November 2015)

In all forms of knowledge, the
knowledge of the community plays

an important role, particularly in the
methods and concepts used. However,
that role is significantly different

in measuring the reliability and
importance of that knowledge for the
individual.

F 'Some areas of knowledge seek to 6
describe the world, whereas others
seek to transform it." (November 2014)
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How do you build support for your thesis? In ¢
claims, which, if true, "
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leads naturally to the conclusion.
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The concept of 'fact’ varies among
AOKs, which suggests that the methods
and scopes of the AOK impose a
structure on the raw material of
knowledge which may or may not be

the way the world reallyis.
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are called ‘premises.
:
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give strength to the |
| ersuasy
overall thesis. If some ; .
premises are weak, o
the argument will P
collapse ‘
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Each premise will need its own support, and this is where you get into the detailed

explanation of real, concrete examples and their analysis, showing both that you
understand the nature of the TOK course and that you can create a ‘clear, coherent

and critical exploration’ of the title. Your essay might have all the structure and clearly

identified theses in the world, but if you don't offer strong evidence for the premises, the
arguments amount to nothing. Many students offer clear, convincing, but far ©o abstract
points without showing how these ideas work in reality or testing them through appeal
to illustrative examples. This suggests that the students are struggling to find real-world
application of the concepts of the title, something the examiners want to see. These sorts

of mistakes will weaken the argument and lower the examiner's marks.

There is no requirement that your reader must agree with you after reading the essdy, but
your handling should be convincing, meaning an argument which is well justified and has
clear evidence to support it.

; : : . Jou begin
The thing to remember, however, is that you might not know your thesis when you b
4 shoad

the process. Which is why, if you are hoping to create a well-polished essay YO
not assume that your first attempt at writing will be the final product. 1f you ave bk
your process into the two stages | am suggesting, then this won't be a problem: Whate'®
work it takes to identify the thesis and how to support it is the first stage, the second s
then, is how to present it.

: : e
The best essays are generally those which have a clear and sustained purpose ot -
et

other words, the essay is very clearly aiming at some goal, not just randomly
Jiscussing ideas. These can be either discursive or persuasive. However inmy ’
if a student is opting for the discursive essay, they will too often fall int® the tra?
weaving a coherent narrative out of the various discussion points: :
being a list of barely connected ideas. For this reason, | encou e
persuasive essays hecause doing so means ey

mind as they write, and each sectiof
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suggested earlier as being essential to a discursive essay, and turn that into ¢} ‘
persuasive essay. Alternatively, the main thesis might be dcscriprivu’ sim :; | .“,' [I]F“'\ “
main comparative claim that is going to serve as the organizing l'L'éll'l;rL‘ (tf :’I“-c-n“rym'u %
example, ‘The essay title raises challenging questions having to do with rcli':;\i;my. hl,r
science, and I will be exploring the variety of issues pertaining to this’ woul‘d sc'rl\fcl'l:x[‘lw

thesis of sorts for a discursive essay.

m What makes a good essay?
m What to put in the introductory paragraph

Students are often trained to include certain elements in an introductory paragraph:
the thesis, some key definitions and a general idea of how the essay will unfold. This is

good advice.
¢

Remember, as a rule of thumb, the introduction should serve the same function as a movie
trailer: it gives you a hint of the main characters, some indication of the central dilemma
and maybe an explosion or two to catch your interest. In your TOK essay introduction,
instead of explosions, make sure you indicate what you are taking to be the main issues
contained in the title and indicate clearly the approach you are going to take in answering
those issues. You are not writing a mystery novel, so don't save all the exciting twists for the
end: tell your reader what you are planning to say, what you are going to conclude and give

some indication of how you are planning to get there.

The introduction should be the last section you finalize before you submit the essay to
your teacher. Go ahead and write one to begin with, as this will help you keep on track,

but always go back and edit it to make sure it reflects what you actually ended up saying. |
eresting and intriguing introductions which bear no

have read many essays with really int
g. The introduction must introduce

relation to what the student actually ends up writin
what you have actually written, not what you had hoped to write.

m What to include in the concluding paragraph

ect you to identify and consider the implications of your

n the essay since you will need to outline what the
t is best to not put this in the final essay

The assessment criteria exp
argument. This is probably done later i
argument is before you consider its implications. |

however, since you want to be developing and explaining these implications. Implications

are discussed below.
n. This means that the

must relate to what you have actually writte
o one another. You

1 should be handled in direct relation t
rms of their main themes

The final conclusion

introduction and the conclusiol
might read them both together to make sure that they align in te
and style.

he reader of what you have just argued or

The concluding paragraph should remind t
already) what subsequent

discussed but then also indicate (if you have not
questions might arise or what unanswered issues migh

demonstrate to the examiner that you have some
nto a wider context, both of whicl

done so
¢ still be pending. This will

about how the ideas

y will help show ‘critical

e into the higher levels.

thing to say

you have presented will fit i

exploration’ and give the examiner more reasons to push your grad
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Don't try to craft your concluding paragraph into some grand summation or spend too
) O Clhe
many words on it. Your main ctort should be spent in the body of the essay. The key is t

remind the reader of the main purpose of the essay and wrap up the ideas neatly.

A good concluding paragraph
will likely include ...

A good introductory paragraph

will likely include ...

* An indication of why the title is * A summary gf the main points l:l
important (a motive for the title). and the thesis.

* An indication of how the writer » Some indication of why the D
is interpreting the title. analysis you have offered is

important to the title (if you

* The primary thesis or point of discussion have not done so in the body).
which will be the essay’s outcome.

 Some indication (when

* A brief summary of main reasons appropriate) of unanswered
to accept the final outcome questions, or where the
(a brief summary of your argument might go from here.

premises or main premise).

* Only things directly relevant to
* An indication of how the essay what you have actually written.
will go about answering the title.

* Only things directly relevant to what
you have actually written in the body
of the essay.

H Use of counter-arguments to support your own

A well-argued or ‘convincing’ position is one that takes into consideration alternate
positions. Taking a position on an issue means making choices, and the argument is an

attempt to justify one position over another.

To strengthen your own position, you can indicate what other options were available to you
and why you didn’t choose them. This shows your examiner both that you understand other
positions and that you understand your own position’s strengths over those other positions.
One way of exploring these counter-claims is by asking, ‘If someone disagreed with me,

what would they say?”

There are two important points regarding the effective use of counter-arguments to

strengthen your own position:

1 You must offer the counter-argument in the strongest light possible. To do otherwise is
to commit the ‘straw man fallacy’ where you offer a weak and obviously false position

and say that your position is better.

Suppose, for example, you are arguing that knowledge about the origins of the universe

are best explained using something like the scientific method. If you offer a counter-
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the universe, then you are not offering the strongest position because it is simpl

true. There are a huge variety of religious perspectives on the ()rigln.s of (h:"'l‘ iy
and many of them are perfectly happy with the explanations provided by [h:’:'.\(‘rstf
method. If you characterize the religious perspective in this weak light, the ex levnn 1c
will know immediately that you are not actually strengthening your (m‘/n urg;:r::::k‘r d
will start thinking that your own understanding of the key issues and your abilities [::1

develop a good argument around them are seriously flawed.

Religious belief
makes use of faith
in understanding
the world

Science doesn't

Therefore
religious
believers cannot
be scientists,

This argument suffers
from the 'straw man
fallacy’

2 Once you have developed a strong version of a position counter to your own, you

should engage with it. You don’t want the counter-position to be left unchallenged.

If you have a choice between, say, a Keynesian approach to economics and a
neoclassical approach, and you choose the neoclassical approach, then you should
explain why you have not chosen the Keynesian. Yes, you get praise from the examiner

for pointing out that there are alternatives, but you will get more praise (and more

points) for genuine critical evaluation of that alternative.

This is precisely why identifying strengths and weaknesses of a position is not genuine
position might include describing strengths and weaknesses
iew’. Genuine evaluation, however, would say,
t have chosen, and it is a position

ith my position because

evaluation. Describing a
of it: ‘here are two perspectives on this v
This is an alternative position to mine that I migh

which offers good reasons for believing in it, but I'm sticking w
asons.” An examiner might not ultim
and why you think it is

mine is better for the following re ately agree with
you in this choice, but explaining why you like your position
better than others is good evaluation and adds to your argument’s convincingness.

aluation. Every position has

This is really the point at which analysis becomes eV
\ssing them is good analysis.

and pointing them out and discu

strengths and weaknesses,
ths and weaknesses and use

them to explore

But once you engage with those streng
strengths of the counter-position still are not

your own position, or to explain why the
analysis becomes ¢V

i is i aluation.
your mind, this is when your aluat

enough to make you change
point Process,

by one, in a point-counter
the first

wn section. The danger with

h. With all the positions being
a clear

These counter-positions can be presented one
or you can present the counter-argument in its 0
ds to read like a tennis matc

method is that the essay ten
ome a challenge for the stude

e : naintain
swatted back and forth, it can bec nt o m
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narrative throughout the essay. The second method, however, requires a sophisticated
stics
understanding of the main point and means that the counter-position has to be a count
‘ _ o S er
to this main position: ‘Overall my position is this ..., so a counter-position also would he
e 2

larger, more general counter-claim and this can he a challenge to students.

m Counter-claim vs counter-argument
W hatever method you choose, it is worth keeping in mind the difference between

' . ~ . ¥ . 4 p
counter-claims’ and ‘counter-arguments’ Counter-claims are individual claims that

challenge the claims you are making. An example would be:

Claim: The human sciences can create questions that are neutral.

Counter-claim: The human sciences cannot create questions that are neutral.

are far more complex and require a much better understanding

sting to examiners as well, precisely
argument will not be formulated

Counter-arguments, however,
of the material and ideas. They are far more intere
The counter-

because they use more sophisticated thinking.
exploration of an issue ina way

for/against structure but will require a genuine

in a simple
position which runs counter to your primary position.

that results in a final, well-supported
counter-argument would require a fuller

o methods they use, their objects and aims.
quire a separate section of the
ommitting it finally to

So, to develop the counter-claims above, the
analysis of the nature of the human sciences; th
Proper handling of a counter-argument, therefore, might re

roperly crafted and understood prior to ¢

essay and will need to be p
ument is presented convincingly and

paper. These sorts of responses where
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urce
summary of sugge

m Use of AOKs

No TOK essay is complete without t
to discuss particular AOKs,
abstract concept is sim
of AOKs in your discussion will create 2

explicit use of AOKs. The prescribed titles will
sometimes with choices about which others you use-
ply too broad to meaningfully

he

require you
‘Knowledge’
discuss without it being
or your ideas and provide

of the community as an
contextualized, so the use
a helpful framework for your discussion.

context fc
| to the

for example, that ‘your own individual knowledge is essentia
¢ of the community’ (similar to one of the May 2016

idea of personal knowledge is

You might say,
construction of the
ausible, but how essential the
AOK you are exploring. For example, you 1

knowledg

This sounds pl

in quite a significant way on the
argue that your own personal knowledge in religious knowledge systems 0
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For any TOK essay that you are writing,
knowledge and see if you are making a general clai

translated as ‘all knowledge is .. ") or making a cont::(:
('knowledge in this area of knowledge is like this )
knowledge claims more often than not. For any gé}, :

identify when you make a claj

m about
somethlng that could be

ualized knowledge claim

You should be contextualizing your

k eral knowled i
+ Is this actually true about all types of knowledge? 9 clam, ask yoursel;

* Can | show better thinking skils by exploring this claim in the context of a particular AOK?

m Use of the knowledge framework

The elements of the knowledge framework are a valuable tool when it comes to making
sense of how knowledge works within a particular AOK and are useful in developing
comparisons between AOKs. Many of the prescribed titles will ask you to develop a
response in relation to a particular element of the knowledge framework as well as an
AOK. Even when only one is mentioned, however, don't think that you cannot draw on
other elements of the framework as well. None of them operate in isolation. For instance,
the scope of the natural sciences has to do with describing the natural world around us,
so the methods have to be appropriate for that task: the focus on observation and experiment

in the ‘scientific method’ makes perfect sense.

You might, as another example, be exploring the objectivity of mathematical and scientific
knowledge. Using the knowledge framework elements of scope and methods and tools will
give you the opportunity to ask different sorts of questions and uncover different answers.
For example, you might explore how the scientific method is an attempt to build an
whereas the objectivity of pure mathematics might come
more from its scope as a discipline about universal rational principles. Saying, ‘Mathematics

ive’ i ici | level, but you can use
ective’ is true on a superficial and far too genera , but y
ideas and approaches.

objective stance in the sciences,

and sciences are obj =
the knowledge frameworks to explore much more sophisticate
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. h are not well-analysed
. . o’ of ‘too common’ or those which analysec
Examples which are ‘too easy or 100 ¢

lemonstrate very little analytical skill, and examiners sce the same examples used agaip,
demonstrate ve ‘

wnd again. The reason students (and their teachers) are using them is because they, in
and again. o . : <

es for the TOK points they are trying to make, but the problem
them properly in the essay as a support for a larger claim aboyt

es as shorthand for larger points. Rather

fact, are good exampl

\ >
comes when they don't use
knowledge. Often students use certain exampl

than offering a proper analysis, they will just throw out a reference to something and hope

that the examiner understands the allusion and makes the links for themselves.
m Proper use of examples

What does it mean to use an example well? When students use examples well:

m There is a very clear knowledge claim that the example is meant to illustrate.
Examples are only examples if they illustrate some abstract point — in this case the
point needs to be about knowledge. The example is both to illustrate the claim and also

to offer support for the claim (this is why it needs to be real and not made up).

m The examples are well explained. This means taking the time to explain the details of
the example, but not spending too much time. It is not necessary to detail every small
clement of the situation or example. The only parts that need detail are the parts that

are needed to help make the point about knowledge that you are working to support.

# The examples use genuine events or concrete things in the world and are not
speculative or hypothetical. The problem with made-up examples is that they are
generally made up in such a way to support whatever point the writer is making. No

one ever makes up an example which runs counter to their point.

The most common examples of this are when students conjure up some knower

from a culture about which they know very little and claim that that knower would
say this or that or would have an entirely different perspective on some point about
knowledge. This is generally pure speculation, no matter how plausible-sounding. The
go-to favourite is some knower with a different perspective on history: ‘If someone from
<some other culture> wrote a history about <some event> they would have an entirely
different perspective.

While this sounds plausible (and indeed, might even be true to an extent) it does not
constitute genuine evidence: to be evidence, a claim has to be genuine, otherwise it only
uncovers intuitions and guesses. A far more effective approach would be to actually

find two accounts of a historical event and explore how the approaches are related to
that historian’s culture.

The example is well linked to the TOK point. Examples work best when it is clear

why the writer thinks that it is an example of the point. In other words, the student
has offered a clear answer to the question, ‘Why is this an example?

A student might claim that paradigms shift in the natural sciences, then add: ‘For
all experienced TOK teachers and will certainly
alluding to, but the idea is for the student to do the
know why Einstein offers a plausible example, but do
you? A better approach would be to explain the notion of paradigm shifts within

the context of a sophisticate. ; i ;
ext of a sophisticate ation of how new evidence and mathcmaﬂcal

example, Einstein.' Examiners are
understand what the student is

work, not the examiner. We

d explan
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modelling was making it difficult to use traditional Newtonian physi
€ SICS Lo ¢ at
new phenomena. ysics to explain

s The examples are not repetitive. Too often the same abstract point (see previ
is given too many examples. It is a waste of words and time to chrilll.]q:f':‘trf'v“ )u.s page)
if you want to use more than one example for any point, you might W“‘n;[: vl point, and
examples so that you are highlighting a different aspect of the same anWICd‘;:zIY:i: ;

9,
you don't need more than one example, don't waste your time adding multiples

BEfF)fe el Smeit el to your teacher, go through a printed version of it and use
a highlighter to indicate all the examples you use and analyse them along the following
lines:

« Are there enough of them? Are there too many of them?

« Are you clear what general point about knowledge you are trying to make?
o |s the example a real-life concrete event in the world?

« s the example speculative or hypothetical?

« Have you described it well?

« Have you then explained why you think it is an example of the point about
knowledge you are trying to make?

» Are you using too many examples for the same point?

m An analysis of common examples

There are a number of common examples that are often very poorly used in essays.
Sometimes they are appropriate and well-used, but too often it is the opposite. [ offer a
quick discussion of three favourites below, both to suggest that you might do well to avoid

them altogether and to give you a sense of how one might meaningfully use them.

IN PRACTICE - BOX 1

Galileo and the Church

It is certainly true that there was some tension between Galileo's claim that the Sun
stood at the centre of the solar system and the Church’s official stance that it was the
Earth at the centre of the universe. In reality, however, the main battle lines are mor_e
blurred. Hannah Arendt in The Human Condition (1958) points out that the theoretical
belief of heliocentrism was not new to the Church, which was happy to accept different
interpretations of the cosmos: there were many of them at the tirpe. AFcordlng to
Arendt, it was the empirical methods that Galileo proposed (that is, using the newly
developed telescope) to find out which theories were real that was the larger thrlezt. as
this promoted sense perception as the primary authority in the creation of knowie ge.

Whatever the case, the story is far more complicated than that of .an_authontanan an:'de
conservative Church versus a radical free thinker. ‘The Galileo Affal'r’ |s<an gxcellentn \;et r:e
through which to explore the flourishing use of empirical observation in scnence,‘fa y
role of tradition, culture and technology in the construction of knowledge. But, IY0

5 ; Sci and faith are in
are tem i ntion it in support of a claim such as, ‘Science
pted to simply menti PP " to be correct, and second, you

E K conflict’, then you are mistaken. First it is simply too bro .
4 . " X y 8 R exammel'
F}' E are making far too naive an assumption — neither one of which will convince an

e
Ei:?e- % that you are doing TOK well.

& For further discussion, use the QR code.

e
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IN PRACTICE - BOX 2

People used to believe t

' umb
This is the go-10 example for an
ways our scientific understanding of the worrr:(ijS
perception in our knowledge. The basic pré e
the Earth was flat is, again, t0O broadly staté

ducated people have ac

he Earth was flat
er of plausible TOK points, ranging from the

evolves over time, to the role of sense
e however, that people actually did think

have genuine critical bite.

cepted a spherical Earth since
tury BCE, though Plato taught this in

As a matter of fact, most e
s ways in which the circumference of

Eratosthenes of Cyrene measured it in the third cen

' ier. The variou
Phaedo a hundred or sO years earlier. The va ch th
I:r:Se Earth has been calculated is itself @ fascinating study of the historical development

of geometry. Far from thinking the Earth was flat, ChrisFopher COI.LIJ‘mbUS 5?12'160?
years later wanted to get to India in the east —and he did so by sailing vs{;asd, is 02 y
works on a sphere. Indeed, Magellan in the sixteenth century actually sailed around the

whole thing! . ;
it me people during the last 2400 years might have thought
So, yes, while it is true that some peop A

the Earth was flat, they certainly do not represent the accepted s : i |
world. This interplay between scientific and ‘colloquial understandings of the wor d

might be an interesting avenue for discussion on its own!
R codes on the left.

For further information, use the Q

IN PRACTICE - BOX 3

Yes, the Nazis were unkind
azine, Mike Godwin offered what he called Godwin’s

Law of Nazi Analogies: ‘As an online discussion grows longer, the probability of a
comparison involving Nazis or Hitler approaches one.” Meaning that at some point any

ethical debate results in the mention of the Nazis.

My suggestion is that if Godwin’s Law is true (that all internet debates result in a Nazi
analogy), then TOK students would do well to avoid using the example because they

are all too common. From propaganda, medical experiments and poor military strategy,
all the way to disgusting racial theories, the Nazis are held up as history’s bad guys.
Granted, the Nazis had all sorts of offensive beliefs and engaged in a number of immoral
activities, but just identifying this is not critical thought because we already know it.

In a 2003 article for Wired mag

If you are going to discuss propaganda, why not check the nightly news and see what
the political parties near you are up to? What about certain medical experiments?
Perhaps it would be more surprising and interesting to explore how the United SfatES'
Department of Public Health’s Tuskegee Study/Experiment, 1932-1972, in Alabama
treéted its test subjects in the name of science? Are you exploring que;tionable scientific
beliefs about racial inferiority? Do some reading on the growth of the early E l
movement at Cold Harbor Springs in New York State, USA, or explore th ik
cultural beliefs in modern stem cell research. : , PRy

For further information, search for Godwin's law

Again, | offer the . ’

Rh ,f hfcr these three examples, not as a general prohibition against using them;
each of these can be a fantastic ex: ApAFSTUS em;
tl icl k ¢ a fantastic example of TOK principles. I only suggest that using

hem without making them i : I .

ey g them into good examples will, because they are s ly
hlghllght any of their inildcquacics, SO common, only
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g Implications

4 Assessment

e Nl 5] g szainsy N et » .
In the level descriptor of the essay ‘implications are mentioned. To achieve Level 5 in (]
“evel 3 in the

| . ilh(’lll 'I]l' m g
or the knowledge questions involved and their ‘significance’. Many ti o
ance. Many times, examiners wil]

eV Vi SH| S 3 f » v > H s 4 B i >
essay you must in some way engage with the ‘implications’ of your ideas

i S cnis 't adeguately identi s
complain that students don't adequately identify and critically explore implications. But
; - Du

what do these terms mean’

One way to explore the implications of what you are saying in your TOK assessment
dSS ents is to

ask the question, ‘Now what?’

Of course, this question doesn't need to be explicitly included in your essay, but you might
ssay,
think about starting the section in which you discuss implications with, ‘One implication

of this point is ...

Identifying implications and critically evaluating them helps widen the scope of your
analysis and push what you are saying into a broader context. These are things which are

often successfully presented towards the end of the essay.

Implications in this sense would be about what the ‘next step’ of the argument might be,
or what the extension of the main ideas of the argument would be. The ideas you have, if
extended into new contexts, would have various consequences, and one way of evaluating

an idea or a position is to explore these implications.

If, for example, you wish to argue that the seemingly random behaviour of human beings
means that no human science can ‘be’ a real science, then one implication of this would
be that various ‘laws’ created in psychology, economics or geography are not reliable.
However, we see that these fields do, in fact, develop laws which for the most part are
useful ways of describing general trends in human behaviours. In other words, they do
produce laws which seem to describe how people generally act and have some predictive
power.

Students often try to argue (unsuccessfully, in my view) that because historians often have
‘bias’ generally suggests that a claim

a perspective, this means that ‘all history is biased’ As
First, that all historical

is unreliable, there seem to be a couple of implications for this.

claims are unreliable, since ‘bias’ is a pejorative or a term of disapprov
and conspiracy theorists, for ex

al. But there are some

genuine cases of bias in history. Holocaust deniers ample,

are easily accused of bias based on the very poor treatment of ¢
al communities say. But if

vidence in their claims

which seem to go against what all the experts in the historic

‘all history is biased’, then it seems that all historical claims ar

way as all others. The implication, then, is that we lose the ability to .
sponsible in their use

and others who are being re

¢ unreliable in the same

pick out historians

who are actually manipulating evidence e
historical method which results in the
that all history

of evidence. We cannot accept an analysis of the

claim that no one can use it correctly! A second implication of the claim -
is bi - Sk o i “ruth’ seems
is biased has to do with truth. If all history is biased, then the very notion of ll '.

i : I P o students often
to be jeopardized, and while this might be a genuinely mplmm.nrul point, stuc

,
don't engage with this implication.
) The implications for this are

Suppose a student tries to argue that ‘all truth is relative
ork out why:

pretty serious for the student’s own essay: se¢ if you can w
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Your argument will be stronger it you are aware of and able to engage with these

Jloring this in terms of the
actually helps you understand more deeply the

b differences between the human apg
implications, perhaps ex|

natural sciences and showing how this

e, T some cases, finding an implication thar y
scope of the human and natural sciences. I sor ' you

oot ack and change your thesis and fi
believe to be unacceptable, means you have to go back and change y and find

one that avoids any unacceptable implications.

Once you have decided on the thesis you wish to develop, covnsider the following
question: '1f my thesis is true, how might this affect other claims, either in the same
AOK or another AOK?' Reflect on those other claims: are the effects of your thesis
acceptable? Do they lead to contradictions elsewhere? Do they help support or help
answer other issues relevant to TOK?
Considering the implications is a good way of reflecting on the strength of your own
position - f it leads to unacceptable consequences (that all knowledge is false, for
example), then maybe you should reconsider. If it helps support or engage with other

issues, then perhaps it is a good thesis.

One of the traditional elements of a strong concluding paragraph is pointing out what
unanswered questions remain. This ‘now what?" question is another way of getting at
that and is another form of ‘implication’. You might explore what other topics your main

point will help answer or what new context you could apply it to. This sort of ‘implication’
cannot be developed until you have already started writing or nearly completed the essay,

as the ‘what next’ is ‘what next after your own analysis.

There is another sense of the word ‘implication’, however, that can be explored before

you begin developing your response.

In ‘unpacking’ titles, students should be thinking what is implied by the title, meaning
what does the title assume?

The best essays will have pointed this out and explored this problem.

ACTIVITY

Take the list of prescribed titles that you will have to choose from for your final TOK essay.

1 Make alist of all the assumptions you think are being made by the title (another
form of ‘implications").

2 For each one, construct a knowledge question, which will help engage with that
assumption in the title.

For example, earlier, where we saw that it was assumed that bias and selection are

problems, we might ask, ‘How do the methods used in the construction of historical
knowledge regulate the effect of bias and selection?’ or "Why might the role of
intuition and imagination lead to bias or unreliable knowledge in the sciences and
history?’ or ‘What constitutes the proper selection of evidence in the construction 0f
knowledge in history or ethics?’

The importance of using knowledge questions such as these in the investigation of the
prescribed titles is described in Chapter 1



/ 4 Assessment

@ Significance: ‘So what? Who cares?’

at the significance
element. Pointing out the

Another key element of the best essays is the way in which they tre
of an issue. This is what I call the ‘So what? Who cares?

significance of an issue means explaining why this is an important questi
on to

. e ask in th
first place and why your conclusion is helpful in answering it. The he 3

st analyses are of

Jebatable knowledge issues which have genuine consequences for our understandi |
: crstanding anc

exploring will have
life and death consequences, but it might be important to understand how knowle I
§ C

approach to knowledge. [ am not suggesting that the questions you are
¥ e
works for various reasons. It might be important in the political realm, for example, to
understand the effect of certain types of language or the subtle techniques that ncu’dcmics
and scientists might use to make their arguments more convincing than they should be. |
Whatever the knowledge issues you are exploring through the essay are, try to keep in

mind why it is important to explore them and use that in your analysis.

m Evidence of personal approach

Showing a personal approach is integral to a good TOK essay, particularly since the core
theme is all about the individual knower. The general dynamic between ‘your knowledge
and the knowledge of the community of experts’ should never be far from your thinking
and your essay will definitely benefit from finding ways of weaving those ideas into your

discussion.

You are encouraged to draw on your own experience as knowers as much as possible and
wherever it is relevant, and this will certainly give your essay a personal tone. When using
your own experience, you will want to make sure that your anecdotes don’t become the
focus of the essay, however. Any personal examples used in your essay should be developed
in terms of the more general or ‘decontextualized’ questions about the relevant AOKG.
Any failed experiments in chemistry, or individual research for your history extended
essay, or explorations that you conducted in your mathematics class must point to some
‘decontextualized’ knowledge question that you are exploring. An essay full of anecdotes is

unlikely to do well.

B Be very wary of ‘help’ websites

Every year there are more and more online TOK ‘help’ websites which promise advice on
how to proceed with the particular essay titles. It is not at all certain, however, that these
sites give out consistently good advice. The IB takes plagiarism very
aware of the sites and the type of advice they give. If they identify an es
not the work of the student, that student runs the risk of breaking academic honesty rules

and might lose their entire diploma. This is not a risk worth taking

seriously and is well

say which is clearly

i ~ceeding : awa oints
Examiners are trained to identify where students are succeeding and to aw ard p

. i i i vertheless making an
accordingly, so even when a student is genuinely struggling, but nev ertheless 1 g

honest effort in the essay, that student can do well against the criterta. I
this may constitut

f, however, the

oo satel e malpractice
student struggles and uses information inappropriately,

and could be punished with a loss of the entire diploma. In ot

than to buy.

her words, it’s better to try
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Your best source of advice and guidance are your teachers. They have the experience, can
identify useful resources and will help you to negotiate the troublesome issue of using
sources appropriately. They are also professionally Ul‘hl-!“““d t".hCIP you develop your own
ideas and they take this obligation seriously, but they won't write your essay for you!

Help websites come in a variety of types. Some are general TOK sites whose content is

designed to help you develop as TOK students, not to give you answers to specific titles or

e I s e : ose no more or less of
tell you the ‘right” ideas. These sites are less harmful and pose a worry

than any TOK textbook. If you use ideas from these sites, just be sure to reference them
and use them wisely.

. . - ’ =9 1 =1
Some sites, however, promise to ‘unpack the titles for you or even work on your essays

or ideas with you for a fee. These can be more problematic as they might have their own

commercial desires at heart, rather than your own learning or success.

My advice is simply to make the best use of your own teachers, or whenever in doubt to
ask your teachers about advice from a website. Follow your teacher’s lead when it comes to
unpacking ideas and exploring strategies and go to your own teacher if you are struggling.
They know you and they have the experience you can trust. Think of faith as a way of

knowing ... in whom should you be placing your trust?

While there is a lot to consider in this chapter, paying attention to some of the main ideas
will not only help you both deal with the stress of writing such a challenging piece of
work, but also lead you away from some common problems and hopefully lead you towards
a stronger essay. While it might sound rather sad, the time spent with students as they
work on their essays is the most rewarding part of my time as a TOK teacher. These essays
are difficult things to write and genuinely stretch all students. Invariably, students think
thoughts, develop arguments, take positions and uncover complexity in their world in a
way that, in my view, no other aspect of the IB encourages. Students of all abilities will
have their best thoughts when working towards this essay. (Unless they do it the night
before the deadline. Then it’s only a matter of luck. Don’t be that student.)

m Breakdown of the assessment instrument

‘: Q o 1 o 1 . =
The ‘assessment instrument’ is used by the examiners to judge your essay. They identify
different types of skills and characteristics which we will summarize and briefly discuss
below, with some advice on how the top level can be achieved

You might find it useful to review the work you did on the activity earlier, under the

section where we first introduced you to global impression marking

What can you do to help show that you
assessment instrument?

are meeting each of the elements of the

B The discussion has a sustained focus on the title

m Be able to explain how
2 every element of your : i 2
. r analysis can be di clated to the
prescribed title. Pl can R T

® Maintain clear relevance
1 clear relevance to the prescribed title throughout the essay.
.



g The discussion is linked effectively to areas of knowleg
edge

g When you have the choice, explore a well-chosen range of AOKs ip re|
S Inrelation
i to the

prescribed title.

g Use effective signposting to develop clear and explicit [inks to AOK
; s.

m Arguments are clear and coherent

g Use effective signposting to remind your reader just where you are in tf
S ne argument,

s Use the argument plan well so that you can see how the various ideas fit toger]
g Ogether

before you spend too much time worrying about how to articulate r il
5 an essay.

. 1< : ¢
(See page 92 for more discussion about what ‘clear and coheren’ mean in the context

of the essay.)

m Arguments are effectively supported by specific examples
s Examples are crucial to turning an argument that makes sense into an argument which
is convincing.

m See pages 97-100 about how to develop effective examples.

m The implications of arguments are considered
® Implications are only mentioned at Level 5 of the assessment criteria, so including
them is necessary to achieve Level 5.

m See pages 101-2 for more advice about how to develop effective implications.

B There is a clear awareness and evaluation of different points
of view

® If the argument plan was done fully, this shouldn’t be a problem.

® Sometimes a different perspective might be a perspective based on another AOK’s
perspective or focusing on another element of the knowledge framework.

® Whatever the case, remember to move beyond identifying or describing other
perspectives and evaluate them — analyse their strengths and weaknesses — and then

develop criteria to choose among them.

B The planning and progress form

is called the ‘planning and progress form
TOK

(PPF).
The paperwork associated with the essay

. ; g -acher that the
The PPF asks you to record the three ‘interactions’ with your teacher th

subject guide requires. It serves two purposes:
il hiff and develop over
1 To provide evidence that the work is your own. Your ideas will shift anc

iti CSS > three interac
the course of thinking about and writing your essay: The three e
oncern about plagiarism -
r a long period

tions are meant

= oran
to chronicle these stages so that, in the event ofac

academic honesty issue, the PPF can show how your ideas devele
. . e sacher v
of time. The PPF includes a teacher section where your t€ ache

process to add evidence that the final work is your oWn-

)pcd OVe

vill comment 00 the
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( 2 To provide a framework to promote the independence of the student. In other words,

‘ there are three formal interactions so that there are not four or five or a dozen. [t also
means that teachers know that they should provide advice during the process and thep,
on one written draft. This means the teacher cannot develop your ideas for you, byt

f they can intervene to help you make your ideas better. You must take responsibility

' and show genuine independence so the work that is produced and assessed is genuinely

your own.

The TOK subject guide offers guidelines on the nature of these interactions, but they

generally follow this structure:
1 Initial discussions and choice of prescribed title.

2 Some sort of essay plan.

1

}

l

: 3 A lightly commented upon draft.

: If you follow the two-step process and have a clear argument, then your middle interaction

| can be your teacher’s comments on the argument plan. They can offer quite substantial
feedback there, which is important because they cannot comment on more than one draft.
Remember, therefore, that the argument plan cannot be a full essay! This is partly why

| the distinction between an argument plan (abstract identification of key elements of the
| overall argument) and the essay draft (a presentation of that argument using the traditions
|

and conventions of essay writing) is so crucial. If you arrive with the ‘argument plan’ and

l it really is just a draft essay, you have lost out on one of the allowed interactions.

‘ Similarly, if you have already had two of the three interactions and suddenly take it upon
yourself to change the title when it comes to write the draft, you don't necessarily get

I another three interactions. In most school situations there simply is not enough time

q (and it is not in your best interests for the school to give you the time) to take more

‘ and more runs at the essay. If you have changed the title and written a draft, then your

teacher has not seen the ideas develop over time and cannot fully vouch that the final
product is your own.

Filling in the PPF is not onerous. Your school will identify how the three interactions will
proceed and after each of them simply chronicle:

what happened during that interaction

how things were going

what ideas were discussed

how you plan to proceed.

Your teacher will then offer a comment as to the overall process and the independence
and authenticity of your ide:

as. No examiner ever sees the PPF.

The TOK exhibition

R .
The TOK exhibition is a new addition to the course from 2020 first assessment 2022,
and it promises to be a very exc iting one which will provide students the opportunity ©

explore TOK in very clear and ‘real-world contexts’

«




