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PURPOSEFUL TOK:  
thinking clearly in the world 
 
Introduction 
 
“There are many ways of teaching TOK,” we have heard over many years. The subject 
guide even declares of its own content, “Teachers are not obliged to follow the 
suggested examples and ideas presented here.” That freedom, however, is given with a 
firm directive:  “When designing a TOK course, teachers must above all consider the 
aims and objectives of TOK.”  Those TOK goals are set within even broader IB 
directives: “The aim of all IB programmes is to develop internationally minded people 
who, recognizing  their common humanity and shared guardianship of the planet, help to 
create a better and more peaceful world.”   
 
Out of the “many ways of teaching TOK”, then, how can teachers best construct 
courses that contribute to an international vision and positive engagement in the 
world? 
 
We do not find the answer to this question within the TOK subject guide. The most 
recent subject guide provides more guidance through vast and abstract territory than did 
earlier ones: it clarifies some central definitions, develops “ways of knowing” with a more 
inclusive overview, and gives a framework for comparisons to be drawn between areas 
of knowledge.  A subject guide, however, is a static document.  It is still the TOK teacher 
who has to shape its core concepts, topics, and framework into a teaching plan. It is still 
the teacher who has to add the vision. 
 
I am about to present a personal view on how to construct a TOK course with the 
idealism and forward thrust of the TOK aims and IB educational goals.  Before I do so, 
though, I want to make it clear that I am not speaking for the IB in any capacity. I’m no 
longer a TOK examiner or workshop leader. I’ve also retired from designing and leading 
TOK online teacher training workshops.  Although the IB has commissioned me to do 
papers in the past1, they have not asked me to offer my comments here.  My comments 
are not official. 
 
In addition, I should make it clear that Purposeful TOK is related only loosely to the 
Theory of Knowledge IB Course Companion2 (OUP, 2013). In writing the TOK course 
companion, with my co-authors Lena Rotenberg and Mimi Bick, I was determined to 
create a book that could be used as a resource by teachers regardless of how they 
chose to structure the course. I worked directly with the IB toward ensuring support for 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Eileen Dombrowski, John Mackenzie, Mike Clarke.  “Perspectives on a Curious Subject:  What is IB 
Theory of Knowledge all about?”  IB research paper.  Online Curriculum Centre, May 2011.    
2 Eileen Dombrowski, Lena Rotenberg, Mimi Bick.  Theory of Knowledge IB Course Companion.  Oxford 
University Press, Oxford 2013.   
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all parts of the 2013 TOK course so that teachers can use whatever classroom activities, 
conceptual approaches, or background explanation of ideas fit their own teaching 
strategies.  Although I certainly provided support for my own preferences in teaching 
TOK, I was intent on providing a range of materials and activities for different styles of 
teaching.   
 
Here, though, I am making personal recommendations.   
 
Personally, I see TOK above all as a course in thinking skills that can be applied to 
understanding a multicultural, politicized world and the debates that go on within it – 
many of which directly employ the TOK areas of knowledge. If our students can learn to 
navigate the welter of knowledge claims that surround them, with appreciation of the 
perspectives and methodologies that shape them, they are likely to find their way to 
being thoughtfully engaged in the world.   
 
My view of TOK as a course on building skills with practical application to the world is 
entirely compatible with what is given in the subject guide – to the point that, at first 
glance, I expect that it looks like “nothing new”.  However, when the stress is placed on 
building skills, the course becomes leaner and more focused, the balance shifts firmly 
from description to analysis, and the series of course topics becomes clearly integrated. 
Moreover, when students learn to treat perspectives analytically and appreciatively 
throughout the course, TOK potentially contributes not only to greater understanding of 
areas of knowledge but also to better communication and understanding. 
 
My original motive for writing this paper (other than simply recreational thinking) was to 
contribute ideas to the evolving program at Pearson College, the United World College 
on the west coast of Canada that was long my home.  However, I have tried to make my 
suggestions here more general, to be relevant also to other IB teachers in other schools.  
I hope to offer something useful for your own thinking.   
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Aims: IB and TOK 
 
IB learner profile 
The aim of all IB programmes is to develop internationally minded people who, 
recognizing their common humanity and shared guardianship of the planet, help 
to create a better and more peaceful world. 

 
TOK subject guide, 2013  
Specifically, the aims of the TOK course are for students to: 
1. make connections between a critical approach to the construction of 
knowledge, the academic disciplines and the wider world 
2. develop an awareness of how individuals and communities construct 
knowledge and how this is critically examined 
3. develop an interest in the diversity and richness of cultural perspectives and an 
awareness of personal and ideological assumptions 
4. critically reflect on their own beliefs and assumptions, leading to more 
thoughtful, responsible and purposeful lives 
5. understand that knowledge brings responsibility which leads to commitment 
and action. 
 

 
 
A. CREATIVE TENSIONS WITHIN TOK AND THE TOK SUBJECT GUIDE 
 
The very nature of TOK has long generated some contrary pulls on the course. In 
planning our teaching sequence, emphasis, and strategies, we have to be keenly aware 
of them in order to navigate the course with effective balance.  
 
1. We have to cultivate the creative tension between a sweeping overview of 
knowledge and a close-up on different areas and examples. 
 
This double vision – the broadly conceptual knowledge questions and their specific 
application within areas of knowledge and the world – is utterly central to the course. 
Specific examples of knowledge in action – discoveries, achievements, fiascos, methods 
of research applied to particular questions – serve to catch student interest and engage 
them in how knowledge is constructed.  Ultimately, though, our stories and examples 
serve to illustrate the broader questions and concepts.  “How do we know?” 
 
2.  We have to balance between freedom and prescription.   
 
We have considerable freedom to build our own courses, as the guide tells us in its 
opening instructions: “Teachers should consider the examples and ideas provided and 
then construct their own unique TOK course around key TOK concepts that include, but 
are not limited to, the nature of knowledge, ways of knowing and areas of knowledge.”  
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We are not required even to follow the guide.   
 
In contrast, however, the current guide appears at a glance to be more prescriptive than 
ever before. More topics have been added, and a diagrammed “knowledge framework”.  
The orderly presentation could create the impression that the course is a series of 
descriptive topics to be “covered”, one diagrammed box at a time.  
 
In planning a TOK course, then, we teachers need to balance freedom and prescription.  
We need to focus first on what the course is all about, and what it should achieve.  As 
the guide also advises,  “When designing a TOK course, teacher must above all 
consider the aims and objectives of TOK.” The aims and objectives give bounds to our 
freedom and guide our shaping of the course.   
 
 
 

TEACHER ACTIVITY 
 
As we consider in ways of knowing, language can capture, clarify, and share our 
concepts.  One easy way to set our common goals in TOK, then, is to see what 
terms recur most centrally in our guiding documents, and what concepts are 
conveyed as the core ones.  
 
This activity can be done alone, but it’s probably more interesting to do it with 
others for the chance to discuss your findings and your thoughts.   
 

1. Take a copy for yourself of the full IB learner profile, the TOK aims, and 
the TOK objectives.  From the TOK marking criteria, take a copy of the 
descriptor for the top achievement bands for both the presentation and the 
essay.   

2. Go through these excerpts from our guiding documents and highlight or 
underline words that recur as important across them all.   

3. Note any concepts that you think are implied and important, even if they 
are not distilled into terms given explicitly.   

4. Alone or with others, make yourself a list of the most important concepts to 
explore and teach in Theory of Knowledge.  

5. Alone or with others, reflect.  Is the course you are presently teaching in 
harmony with the educational goals of TOK?  If there are some goals that 
you think you achieve particularly effectively, share with others how you do 
so.  

 
As teachers with a shared purpose, we benefit greatly from exchanging ideas on 
how to achieve goals.  First, though, we have to come together to identify and 
understand what those goals are.  
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3.  We have to balance between breadth and depth.  
 
The current TOK course is broader in its scope than earlier versions: ways of knowing 
have increased from 4 to 8 and areas of knowledge from 6 to 8. The addition of 4 new 
ways of knowing (imagination, memory, intuition, faith) extends discussion of creativity, 
subjectivity, and the attribution of meaning. With the addition of intuition as a way of 
knowing, TOK absorbs findings of the cognitive sciences and moves its discussion of 
knowledge more firmly into the present century. With the inclusion of indigenous 
knowledge and religious knowledge as areas of knowledge, the new subject guide 
embraces a broader treatment of knowledge.  Although TOK has touched cultural and 
religious knowledge in the past, including them overtly and structurally in the present 
course makes TOK even more relevant to the world we live in and to the perspectives 
and knowledge claims that unite and divide us.   
 
In my mind, the new course responds more consciously than in the past to two of its 
aims – that is, for students to:  
 

• develop an awareness of how individuals and communities construct knowledge 
and how this is critically examined 

• develop an interest in the diversity and richness of cultural perspectives and an 
awareness of personal and ideological assumptions (page 14, guide) 

 
However, the broader overview has the potential to be lost with the accompanying 
allowance that not all parts have to be treated in any case. Not all WOK have to be dealt 
with in depth (4 of 8 advised) and not all AOK have to be dealt with at all (6 or 8 
advised). According to this count, it is technically possible to construct a course that 
ignores the changes in the syllabus, or to construct one that cuts out reason and the 
sciences.  Neither of these choices is a good one. In deciding where to place time, we 
teachers have to look for balance so that the overview of knowledge is not lost.   
 
4. We have to recognize contrary pulls: one toward TOK as a dealing primarily 
with areas of knowledge (and mostly academic) VS another toward TOK as 
dealing with both areas of knowledge and the “wider world”.   
 
In this particular tension, the subject guide is tugged both ways. In the course aims and 
objectives, and in the “nature of the subject”, the course is clearly meant to deal with 
knowledge beyond academic disciplines.  The first aim says that students are to:  
 

• make connections between a critical approach to the construction of knowledge, 
the academic disciplines and the wider world.   

 
The “wider world”, in my own interpretation, includes knowledge claims exchanged in 
everyday conversations and the media, alive with all the competing perspectives of our 
societies. 
 



 
Eileen Dombrowski, Purposeful TOK: thinking clearly in the world  
July 2014.  http://activatingtok.net 
 
 

7	  

In contrast, when it comes to presentation of the course material of ways of knowing and 
areas of knowledge – the part of the subject guide entitled “syllabus” that most teachers 
and examiners would consider to be the subject matter of the TOK course – the 
emphasis shifts away from the “wider world” toward academic knowledge, despite the 
optional inclusion of cultural (indigenous) or religious knowledge. 
 
What is the ideal balance between stressing academic knowledge and stressing 
knowledge in the wider world?  Certainly, we must not turn TOK into a course on 
sociology or political science, or information-based study of global issues!  However, as 
we treat the areas of knowledge, we do need to acknowledge the social influences upon 
knowledge, and the social implications of the knowledge claims that we accept.    
 
After all, academic knowledge – a large component of shared knowledge -- cannot be 
effectively separated from knowledge in the wider world.  The forces that drive the 
further construction of shared knowledge, and the way it is interpreted and used, are 
largely economic, political, cultural, and religious.  What knowledge we value, how we 
seek to gain and advance it, how we understand it, and finally how we apply it – all of 
these are affected by dominant perspectives on the world. An effective treatment of 
academic knowledge in TOK necessitates an awareness of its living context in the 
world.   
 
Conversely, an effective treatment of knowledge in the “wider world” demands that 
students gain understanding of areas of knowledge – their methodologies, the nature of 
their knowledge – in order to be able to understand how they are being interpreted in the 
knowledge claims they hear around them and how they are used in arguments for 
differing conclusions and lines of action.  
 
Besides – and I confess a personal view here – TOK is most exciting when it engages 
with the human spectacle and the issues of our times.  It isn’t just the student 
presentation that should deal with a “real life situation”.  It’s the day-to-day classroom, 
with relevant snippets from the media that show knowledge at work in the world.  I blog 
regularly on knowledge questions in daily events (Oxford Study Courses blogsite, and 
my own http://activatingtok.net) and never tire of the passing show.  It can be quite a 
drama!   

…………… 
 
I’ll turn next, then, to the most effective way of navigating the TOK course – by 
developing students’ personal skills of critical thinking to apply to knowledge as it is 
shared by individuals and groups, within a world of diverse perspectives. 
 
To be successful within our time restraints, we have to plan a clear route through the 
course in order to build student awareness and skills successively, with each part of the 
course providing the concepts, analytical approaches, vocabulary, and motivation for the 
next.   
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B. NAVIGATING THE TOK COURSE TO DEVELOP STUDENT THINKING SKILLS 
 
Teaching TOK effectively in the limited time allowed involves first finding the line of 
navigation that connects all the parts of the course and then directing ideas along it in 
our teaching.  Doing so necessitates seeing the full scope of TOK and the critical 
thinking that unifies it.  I hope that my suggestions will help to bring to the surface some 
key concepts in the subject guide.  I hope they will integrate parts of the course, to 
stress the skills and attitudes that we hope our students will take away from TOK.   
 
Some of the suggestions below reiterate or summarize central points in the TOK guide, 
some reframe the way ideas are treated there, and some depart from it in the solutions 
offered to problems, while remaining true to TOK aims.  What, then, do I recommend?   
 
1.  Embrace the spirit of inquiry that motivates the TOK course.   
 
TOK poses knowledge questions at the broadest level of overview, and considers the 
form such questions take in different parts of life and study. It also, equally significantly, 
considers how knowledge questions are answered and what kinds of knowledge claims 
are thereby put forth.  
 
Teachers have sometimes imbued the term “knowledge questions” (like “knowledge 
issues” before it) with an undue sense of mystery and complexity.  Yet it is simply a 
useful term chosen by a curriculum group of experienced TOK teachers to capture the 
central thrust of the course: we ask questions about knowledge.  We ask, for instance, 
about how it is created, shared, evaluated, and re-evaluated – about how knowledge 
claims arise from different methods of justification, influenced by different perspectives – 
or about why we might accept or reject particular knowledge claims within different 
areas of our knowledge.  We inquire – and ask meta-cognitive questions about the 
process of inquiry itself.  
 
2.  Dismiss any notion that knowledge in the “wider world” (as the TOK aims put 
it) is separable from areas of knowledge and that either one could be peripheral in 
exploring knowledge.    
 
The pursuit of academic knowledge (as I argued earlier) is embedded within society: 

• in what people choose to consider or study 
• in how they do so and 
• in how their findings are received, interpreted, and used.   

Academic study does not take us to some intellectual plane remote from our societies 
and our times.   
 
Knowledge of the wider world and knowledge in different disciplines do not differ greatly 
in the ways of knowing that are used toward forming perspectives or justifying 
knowledge claims.  They differ mainly in the consciousness and care that are given 
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within areas of knowledge, especially in those that most fully develop a shared 
methodology. 
 
3.  Use the concept of “shared knowledge” to embrace both cultural or ideological 
worldviews and areas of knowledge, and focus on the active process of sharing.    
 
The distinction between personal knowledge and shared knowledge in the most recent 
TOK guide is a useful one for both the social, informal exchange of information and 
views every day and the more formalized exchange of areas of knowledge.  It is 
important, though, not to become stalled on categorizing knowledge into either 
“personal” or “shared” – as if knowledge were static or the categories precise – but to 
give attention to the processes by which knowledge is shared between individuals and 
groups, and between different groups. In examining communication and methodology, 
TOK alerts students to factors that affect the flow of knowledge.    
 
Knowledge?  Well, we deal at least with what people claim they know, and why they 
think so – that is, their knowledge claims and their justifications for them.  We deal with 
the multitude of ways in which they communicate their knowledge claims, and the ways 
in which individuals and groups filter those claims in accepting, rejecting, or ignoring 
them.  Attention to the sharing of knowledge claims – what is claimed, why, and how -- 
makes the TOK course active.  We don’t just observe and describe.  We also analyze, 
appreciate, and evaluate how knowledge flows.   
 
4.  Recognize the crucial ingredient that connects careful construction of personal 
knowledge and careful construction of shared knowledge: critical thinking to filter 
knowledge claims and perspectives within the active process of sharing. 
 
Learning to think more critically about knowledge claims in everyday life – in hopes of 
accepting the views and claims that are best justified leads straight into the methods of 
areas of knowledge.  Where does methodology come from, for instance in the sciences, 
if not from deliberately and carefully systematizing the best practices of observation and 
reasoning of everyday life? Where do the different theoretical perspectives come from, 
for instance in history or ethics, if not from awareness and refinement of assumptions 
and reasoning, justifications, and lines of argument as used by people in everyday life? 
 
5.  Treat explicitly and fully the concept of “perspectives” as part of a critical 
awareness of how both personal knowledge and shared knowledge are 
constructed and how the sharing of knowledge works (and sometimes doesn’t 
work very well).   
 
The aims and objectives of TOK stress the need for understanding perspectives: 

• aim: “develop an interest in the diversity and richness of cultural perspectives and 
an awareness of personal and ideological assumptions” 

• objective: “demonstrate an awareness and understanding of different 
perspectives and be able to relate these to one’s own perspective”  
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The section in the guide on the nature of the subject emphasizes understanding 
perspectives as central to TOK: 

The task of TOK is to emphasize connections between areas of knowledge and 
link them to the knower in such a way that the knower can become aware of his 
or her own perspectives and those of the various groups whose knowledge he or 
she shares. TOK, therefore, explores both the personal and shared aspects of 
knowledge and investigates the relationships between them. 

 
The marking criteria for both the essay and the presentation require that students 
investigate perspectives.  

• essay: “There is a sustained focus on knowledge questions…developed with 
investigation of different perspectives…” 

• presentation: “The knowledge question is effectively explored…with investigation 
of different perspectives…” 

 
The concept and the term “perspectives” are clearly explicit in the starting point (aims, 
nature of the subject) and the end point (marking) of the course. Yet in the rest of the 
guide, the concept of perspectives is not developed very fully (there’s some treatment 
page 19) and lies largely buried, and the term “perspectives” comes up only here and 
there, associated almost exclusively with personal knowledge of individuals.  
 

• The section on international-mindedness, treating international diversity in the 
creation of knowledge, does not link the historical “grand journey” to cultural or 
ideological perspectives that shape personal and shared knowledge today.  

• In the section on ways of knowing, the concept of perspectives hovers over 
comments on points of view and interpretation but it is not expressed as 
“perspectives” to help students and teachers make the connection between ideas 
in this section and the terminology of the marking criteria.   

• In the diagrams on areas of knowledge, the term “perspectives” pops up only in 
history, seemingly equated with bias: “Is it possible for historical writing to be free 
from perspective?” There is no development of historical perspectives as 
contributing to an interpretive range and no reference to scientific theories or 
theoretical perspectives in the methodology in the natural sciences (though there 
is to models).  In the diagram for ethics, there is a reference to “ethical 
frameworks”, and in indigenous and religious knowledge a reference to different 
“systems”, but no link suggested to ethical, cultural, or religious “perspectives”. 

 
I feel that it is important to bring this important concept to the surface and give it some 
greater clarity.  Understanding how perspectives work to affect knowledge is central to 
both IB aims and TOK ones, and is evaluated in the assessment tasks.  Yet the term is 
scarcely used within the section of the guide entitled “syllabus”. A limited definition is 
buried in a body paragraph: “shared knowledge as membership of our cultural, ethnic, 
gender and other groups might influence our world view. This is what we call 
perspective.” (page 19) It is picked up thereafter only in passing references to “personal 
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perspectives”(e.g. page 21). And yet TOK aims invite its further development. 
 
Perspectives should be treated explicitly, in my opinion, not simply as isolated personal 
opinions but as views from fairly coherent conceptual systems, as suggested by the 
TOK aims. These may be worldviews (e.g. culture or ideology), or dominant social 
viewpoints (e.g. provided by gender, ethnic group, religion) or coherent interpretations 
(e.g. as in history, the arts, ethics), or theories (e.g. as in the natural or human 
sciences).  They influence the sharing of knowledge: they create a framework for 
interpretation that both helps and hinders the exchange. In everyday ways, they help 
people create a coherent understanding out of the bits and pieces of experience by 
means of a worldview or a developed viewpoint. They also help practitioners in areas of 
knowledge to work together effectively under a common conceptual umbrella – as 
scientists, for example, use a theory for researching and sharing knowledge.    
 
At the same time, however, perspectives can encourage “confirmation bias” -- the 
tendency of individuals and groups to reinforce what they believe already, even in face 
of contrary evidence.  Research in the cognitive sciences gives us increasing reason to 
give attention in TOK to how perspectives work to filter and shape our knowledge.  It 
also gives increasing reason to see the open mind of the IB learner profile as an 
achievement -- something we must encourage in our teaching of critical thinking. 
 
Along with “How do we know?”, we need to ask “How do we come to know differently?” 
with a cluster of related knowledge questions: 
 

• Is diversity of perspectives within knowledge a problem to be overcome or a 
characteristic to be celebrated?  To what extent does your response depend on 
the particular part of life or area of knowledge you’re considering?   

• Does trying to explore different perspectives with an open mind necessitate 
accepting all perspectives as equally convincing in their knowledge claims?   

• Do perspectives necessarily conflict with and exclude each other?  To what 
extent do they provide equally valid alternatives, or even complement each other 
for larger understanding?  To what extent does your response depend on the 
particular part of life or area of knowledge you’re considering?   

• When perspectives conflict in their knowledge claims, how do we know what to 
accept?  To what extent can we test the following kinds of knowledge claims:  
observational claims; value judgments; metaphysical statements; predictions?  
Does testing give us the most reliable or relevant justification in all cases?   

• Does the individual have any responsibility for questioning and thinking critically 
about the knowledge claims that circulate within his or her communities?  Is he or 
she responsible for trying to understand a variety of perspectives on issues or, 
more broadly, on life? Why or why not?  

 
Recognizing that different groups see the world in different ways can take us a first step 
into perspectives – into being able to describe differences.  However, to understand how 
perspectives work to shape knowledge claims, I feel strongly that we have to analyze 
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them for their components. In the IB Theory of Knowledge Course Companion3, I break 
perspectives down into the following components to make them easier to enter:  
 

• assumptions 
• values  
• selected sets of facts  
• processes for accepting justifications and thereby validating knowledge claims  
• implications of accepting the perspective and its knowledge claims.3  

 
If we want to teach transferable skills, a general, conceptual approach such as this one 
is immensely useful for analysis.    
 
If we want to teach transferable attitudes, we can encourage students to respect 
people’s different ways of making coherent sense of the world – and to be curious and 
interested.  Practice in recognizing and engaging with alternative views goes far to 
encourage open habits of mind and more effective communication.   
 
At the same time, however, we can encourage students to think critically about all of the 
components that contribute to the perspective.  Understanding a point of view does not 
necessarily mean accepting it.  There’s a lot of nonsense circulating in the world.   
 
6.  When teaching the ways of knowing, stress awareness and critical thinking:  
that is, awareness of the influence of cultural, ideological, and theoretical 
perspectives on how we use the WOK, awareness of what kind of knowledge we 
gain through the different WOK, and consciousness of how we can try to use 
WOK with care.   
 
According to the introduction to ways of knowing in the guide (page 8):  

 
“The WOKs have two roles in TOK: 
• they underlie the methodology of the areas of 
knowledge 
• they provide a basis for personal knowledge.”  
 
If WOK are taught with an emphasis on using 
them carefully (to the extent we can), with 
awareness of their pitfalls, then they 
immediately fulfill both roles.  They provide 
students with tools for thinking critically in an 
everyday context and, if taught as a cluster in 
advance of AOK, prepare them to appreciate 
their methodologies.  
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  IB	  Theory	  of	  Knowledge	  course	  companion,	  p.	  28/29.	  
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In the IB Theory of Knowledge Course Companion, I connect specific ways of knowing 
with particular fallacies or common errors that arise when using them, using a series of  
inter-chapters. Even if you do not opt to use and apply these, though, the ways of 
knowing can be treated with multitudes of lively activities that make students reflect on 
the pitfalls of accepting uncritically any of our ways of knowing.    

 
7.  Thereafter, explicitly link the ways of knowing -- and their thoughtful and 
critical use -- with the areas of knowledge.  
 
Concern has been expressed in past TOK subject reports that too many students have 
treated WOK in isolation from each other and AOK – as if they were stand-alone topics. 
In a course aiming for an overview of knowledge, this is a most peculiar failing, and a 
serious one.  It is failing to guard against in teaching.   
 
a.  Make it clear that areas of knowledge are constructed using the ways of 
knowing: they are created, communicated, and evaluated using multiple WOK in 
interaction.  
 
My first bit of advice is to appreciate what the knowledge framework gives in setting up 
comparisons between AOK, but recognize that it still remains with us as teachers to 
draw the circles and arrows of connection between the ways of knowing and the areas 
of knowledge.  The guide’s knowledge framework does not make these connections for 
us as consistently or as structurally as we should do in our teaching. 
 

• In the knowledge framework, language is the only WOK given significant 
attention. It surprises me that it is given a category of its own 
(“concepts/language”) when it is an essential part of the subsequent category of 
“methodology” -- for instance in clarifying concepts in order to share knowledge 
using common terms, or publishing findings to be tested and used by others in 
the knowledge community. Still, the emphasis that it is thus given to language is 
one we can all appreciate.   

• Although WOK are said to “underlie the methodology of the areas of knowledge” 
(page 8), this relationship is not strongly established in the framework.  In the 
general outline level of the knowledge framework (pages 28 to 33), there is no 
reference to ways of knowing other than language – not to WOK as a group, and 
not to any one singly, not even under the category “methodology”.  This 
connection between WOK and AOK is crucial in TOK, and we must take it as 
assumed -- and implied by previous statement -- even if it is not presented 
explicitly in the generic framework. 

• In the application of the knowledge framework to specific AOK, reference to 
particular WOK do come in frequently, though not consistently within 
methodology, and not inclusively of all WOK relevant.  Still, even if they don’t 
appear as structural, they recur enough to remind us of the need to connect them 
to AOK. 
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Fortunately, we can benefit from all the ideas raised by the particular knowledge 
framework in the guide, but not feel bound by it.  As we are told, “it should be noted that 
these are suggestions only, and can be used or substituted for others according to the 
specific interests and needs of the TOK teacher and students.  These diagrams are 
tools which teachers should use with good judgment….”  (page 33)  Good judgment, I 
would say, demands that we use the knowledge framework as an excellent resource, 
but go further than it does in order to achieve the following:  
 

• tie our treatment of areas of knowledge (like ways of knowing earlier) overtly to 
the key concepts and vocabulary of the TOK aims and marking criteria, such as 
“perspectives” (with “assumptions” and “implications”) 

• ensure that we integrate all ways of knowing with areas of knowledge, notably in 
treating methodologies   

• stress the key skill of “analysis” of the marking criteria as we treat methodologies 
of consciously shared knowledge as active, living processes that refine, 
systematize, and apply the critical thinking that we initially deal with in class as 
we treat the ways of knowing 

 
b. Choose an order of ideas that builds the methodologies of areas of knowledge 
on the skills of using of ways of knowing appreciatively and critically.    
 
My second piece of advice is to establish an order of ideas that leads firmly from the key 
concepts of the TOK aims to the key concepts of the marking criteria, with a line of 
development stressing skills.  
 
Where the guide is not consistent, we should particularly use our good judgment.  In the 
introduction to Ways of Knowing, the guide says, “While there may be a place in a TOK 
course to analyse WOKs and their impact on how individuals construct their own 
personal knowledge, TOK teachers are encouraged to explore WOKs…from the 
perspective of their contribution to understanding different areas of knowledge.” (page 
23)  “May be a place”?  Elsewhere in the guide (page 8), this connection is firmly 
asserted to be one of the two roles of WOK in TOK.   
 
In a less formal context, I have been told that members of curriculum review recommend 
teaching WOK entirely within the context of AOK.  So…should we structure TOK 
according to mostly-academic areas of knowledge?   
 
Certainly, teaching WOK as leading to primarily to AOK, or even teaching WOK within 
the context of AOK, can provide a solution to two potential problems:  a possible over-
emphasis on personal knowledge (especially in its form of excessive chatty anecdote) at 
the expense of academic disciplines, and a possible treatment of WOK as insufficiently 
connected with the methodologies of AOK.  These would be problems indeed.  But, in 
my opinion, there are better solutions.     
 



 
Eileen Dombrowski, Purposeful TOK: thinking clearly in the world  
July 2014.  http://activatingtok.net 
 
 

15	  

The sequence I recommend myself is totally ordinary – probably the default order for 
most teachers.  Treat the WOK first -- not passively through description but actively by 
engaging students in using them analytically and thoughtfully in activities and 
discussion.  Then consider AOK for how they draw on various WOK to construct their 
knowledge, expecting that students will therefore bring an understanding of all ways of 
knowing to the discussion of any area of knowledge.  
 
The areas of knowledge command substantial space in the theory of knowledge subject 
guide.  They should not, however, consume the course.  By the time we reach them, 
they should emerge as developments of all that has gone before: appreciating and 
evaluating perspectives, and thinking critically about ways of knowing as providing 
routes to knowledge and justifications for all we claim we know in the world.  
 
This sequence, though, gives only the potential for integrating course concepts 
purposefully.  As ever, the clarity of ideas and the line of navigation through them rests 
with us as classroom teachers.   
 
TOK: A COURSE ON THINKING CLEARLY IN THE WORLD 
 
TOK gains its life and energy from active thinking to pose the question “How do we 
know?” and to understand and evaluate different answers in personal knowledge, 
academic knowledge, and the wider world. 
 
“Personal knowledge” and “shared knowledge” are not static categories. Indeed,what’s 
the point of such a categorization if we don’t examine closely the active exchange that 
takes place between them – the actual process of sharing knowledge -- and the filters 
that, for good and for ill, we use to accept some knowledge claims and reject others?  
As we examine how knowledge is constructed, we need to encourage the critical 
thinking that makes students aware of those filters and improves the way they use them.   
 
Critical thinking, in my opinion, balances an open mind and skills of analysis – as 
mutually supportive as the two wings of a bird -- both in everyday life and in the areas of 
knowledge.  My personal hope is that an open mind can lead to a more open heart, and 
that analytical skills can identify – and potentially overcome – major roadblocks in 
communication and sharing of knowledge in the world. 
 
If the TOK course makes sense in this way – if developing student skills of critical 
thinking provides the rails on which it runs – then we teachers can plan our courses truly 
with a sense of purpose.  We can aim to educate students to think clearly in the world – 
with hopes that they will carry clear thought into positive action.      
 
Eileen Dombrowski  
 

 


