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Theory of knowledge
guide for Students

What is Theory of Knowledge ? 

Theory of knowledge (or TOK for 
short) is core subject in IB DP. Alongside 
CAS and Extended Essay, TOK will help 
you understand and balance what you 
already know and critically approach 
every new piece of information. TOK 
subject guide states that: „TOK is a course 
about critical thinking and inquiring into the 
process of knowing, rather than about 
learning a specific body of knowledge.” So 
at TOK you will not learn knowledge like 
on biology or psychology, rather than that 
you will develop intellectual skills like critical thinking, debating, presenting arguments, 
changing points of view, inquiring into the process off acquiring knowledge trough 
research, scientific studies, religion, emotion, memory, intuition.

Theory of knowledge has 3 main aims:

• Encourages contemplating the nature of knowledge

• Encourages reflection about the way we acquire knowledge

• Creating interdisciplinary links
It has been 10 years as you gain knowledge in school so now we believe you have 

enough of it to critically approach what you already know, concern yourself with ethical 
dilemmas regarding knowledge acquisition, use of knowledge and manipulating research. 
We need you to look at the knowledge you have and at knowledge shared with entire 
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world and be able to discuss it, understand and accept different points of view, appreciate 
differences between sciences ant their methods and findings.

Personal and shared knowledge
In TOK we will determine the difference 
between personal knowledge and shared 
knowledge, than we can discuss how one 
influences the other. For example it is 
known that the gravity exists. Physics 
describe how it was discovered, proposes 
specific language and mathematic 
formulas to describe it. This is an example 
of shared knowledge. Note how specific 
and well organized to is and how widely 
we agree with it. Yet it is not common 
knowledge how many times you fell 

iceskating. This is your experience with gravity. This is your own knowledge about how 
gravity works on you. This knowledge is gained primarily by experience and dose not have 
to be shared. This is what we call personal knowledge.

We all agree that human rights are an important value. We state that all humans 
have rights.There are specific organizations that protect human rights. This is shared 
knowledge. Now lets imagine someone whose rights are violated on daily basis. That 
someone experiences the lack of rights, his or hers personal knowledge contradicts our 
shared knowledge. Links between those two will be discussed during TOK classes. We will 
determine which knowledge is personal or shared and how they interact.

Knowledge questions
Knowledge questions (KQ for short) are our main means of approaching problems 

at TOK. The good knowledge question is:

• Open question

• about knowledge

• general
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We derive knowledge questions 

from Real Life Situations (RLS). After 
describing something that happened or 
some thesis someone made or any other 
knowledge claim we apply specific 
context coming from adequate area of 
knowledge (for example from biology) 
and describe what happened in given situation on scientific level. Than we can generalize 
and form question about the given knowledge claim. The question can by open, about 
knowledge and formed with general language (not science specific). For example we know 
that certain predispositions in human behavior are genetically determined. Dose that mean 
that humans don’t have free will? Are we determined by our genes? To what extend 
biology determine our behavior?

Ways of knowing (WoKs)
The way we acquire knowledge will be discussed during TOK. In science we mainly 

use sense perception and reasoning to make knowledge claims. It would be unacceptable 
for scientist to say that the moon is empty inside because he feels like it. But we make 
knowledge claims outside of scientific fields. A knowledge claim can be made about our 
emotional state. In this instance it would be unacceptable to say: „After long research I can 
state that I am a bit sad.” To make knowledge claims about what we feel we use our 
emotions as a way of knowing.

TOK aims to bring balance between ways of knowing and highlight those that might 
be neglected or underestimated. Memory and reasoning are equal basis to make 
knowledge claim. Respecting the right of others to base their knowledge claims on WoKs 
they choose is critical for achieving open-mindedness. Reflecting on adequacy of WoK 
used to base knowledge claim on is critical for maintaining intellectual discipline.

Areas of Knowledge (AoKs)
Shared knowledge is divided to areas of knowledge. We call it knowledge 

framework. It describes key features of area of knowledge, specific language, 
methodology, milestones in developing the field of research. For example biology uses 
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specific terminology, uses certain methods of research and biologists agree that works of 
Carl Darwin were crucial in developing biology as a science we know today.

Different areas of knowledge deliver specific applications (for example physics give 
us knowledge how to predict movement of objects) and links to personal knowledge. TOK 
aims to explore this structure and to understand just what it is that gives each AOK its 
particular character. It is also concerned with what these AOKs have in common. So in 
TOK classes you will be discussing what do physics and religion have in common (for 
example both talk about the creation of the universe).

Assessment
Theory of knowledge offers two activities that will be assessed for final mark. For 

external assessment you will write 1 600 words essay on one of six titles provided by the 
IB. You will work on the essay individually but you will have guidance from your TOK 
teacher to help you unpack the title and prepare you to meet the criteria. The titles ask 
generic questions about knowledge and are cross-disciplinary in nature. They may be 
answered with reference to any part or parts of the TOK course, to specific disciplines, or 
with reference to opinions gained about knowledge both inside and outside the classroom. 
The titles are not meant to be treated only in the abstract, or on the basis of external 
authorities. In all cases, essays should express the conclusions reached by students 
through a sustained consideration of knowledge questions. Claims and counterclaims 
should be formulated and main ideas should be illustrated with varied and effective 
examples that show the approach consciously taken by the student. Essays should 
demonstrate the your ability to link knowledge questions to AOKs and WOKs.

For internal assessment you will work in groups (max 3 students) on a presentation 
on topic of your choosing. The TOK presentation requires you to identify and explore a 
knowledge question raised by a substantive real-life situation that is of interest to you. The 
selected real-life situation may arise from a local domain of personal, school, or community 
relevance, or from a wider one of national, international or global scope. Whatever 
situation is chosen, it must lend itself naturally to a question about knowledge. From the 
RLS you describe you will derive knowledge question than using TOK language and your 
knowledge of WoKs and AoKs you will propose application of knowledge on the RLS you 
described and few more similar to the firs one.
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TOK and other subjects
TOK, as a core subject, is connected with every subject in IB DP. You will notice 

your teachers making links between their subjects and TOK. Every subject has its 
framework, specific ways of knowledge and links certain areas of knowledge. Every time 
you will discuss the borders between sciences (for example differences between 
psychology and biology) that is a great link to TOK where we can discuss what specific 
sciences have in common (for example psychology and biology study human brain) and 
what are key differences between them (biology researches structure and functions of 
human brain while psychology studies the influence of structure and functions of human 
brain on human behavior). Each subjects uses one of the WoKs to base knowledge claims 
on:  

• language

• sense perception

• emotion

• reason

• imagination

• faith
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ESSAY PRESENTATION

➤ external assessment 

➤ 67% TOK marks 

➤ individual work 

➤ IB provides 6 topics, 
students pick 1 

➤ 1 600 words

➤ internal assessment 

➤ 33% TOK marks 

➤ group work (3 students 
max) 

➤ each student presents for 
about 10 minutes 

➤ students pick topics
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• intuition • memory 

Subjects you learn during classes often contain knowledge from different areas of 
knowledge. For example discussing Stanford Prison Experiment will be based on your 
knowledge about human sciences but also will have to include the ethical context. Areas of 
knowledge that might be discussed during TOK are: 

• mathematics

• natural sciences

• human sciences

• history

• the arts

• ethics

• religious knowledge systems

• indigenous knowledge systems 

Even though subjects are very clearly divided in shared knowledge you will notice 
that they can not exist separately and are connected on many levels. For example you will 
see how advancements in mathematics allow better and deeper analysis of human 
shopping habits.

Links to TOK become apparent every time you reflect on:

• How do we know what we know (methodology o research, historical sources, 
observation)

• How the knowledge we gain influences our personal knowledge (will your learning 
habits change when you will learn about human memory)

• What knowledge can we gain using each WoK

• What specific sciences have in common / what are differences between them
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TOK and CAS
While preparing for CAS, planning your activities, reflecting on outcomes remember 

about personal knowledge. CAS is great a way to see the how your personal knowledge 
can be affected by shared knowledge (subject specific learned in school) put to action. You 
will find that the assumptions about how people react to your actions will have to be 
corrected when confronted with reality. People differ in the ways of knowing they use to 
make knowledge claims, their experiences may be different than you planned, the 
outcomes of your actions can be different than you planned. All of that gives great basis for 
reflection. While engaging in CAS consider asking yourself the following questions:

• Why do I plan to engage in chosen activity?

• What area of knowledge am I using to predict outcomes of my action?

• What way of knowing is critical in my action? (Will you be asking people to feel 
something, apply reasoning remember something?)

• What is the base for my assumption about my action? (What is the area of knowledge 
you use to make your assumption? Are there studies, papers on similar subject?)

• What affected the outcome of my action? Was it the way people perceive certain 
problem? Was it their personal knowledge that is different than mine? How was it 
different? (e.g. You assumed that people will willingly participate in your study but 
notice that unemployed people give unrealistic answers to your questions about their 
free time. Why is that? Are they used to giving untruthful answers to that kind of 
questions? Why?)

• Is the knowledge framework I use adequate? Should the lines between areas of 
knowledge adjusted? On what basis? (e.g. You are making a map of elderly people 
needing help with groceries, should you use only city plans or take historical events 
into consideration because certain districts are inhabited by people who perceive 
accepting help as weakness?)

• What way of knowing I am basing my action on (e.g. You are making a campaign to 
make people aware of their eating habits, should you appeal to their emotions or 
reason?)

Your CAS and TOK coordinators will help you with making the links between CAS and 
TOK
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