TOK Essay 

‘Part 1: Preparing for the TOK essay

This section of the TSM suggests ways of preparing students for the TOK essay. It is important to note that this is not the definitive word on essay preparation as teachers approach this task in a range of different ways. Further to this, it should be noted that the skills that students bring to the task are developed over the course of the programme and that students cannot effectively respond to this task unless those skills and understandings have been effectively taught.

Students who produce their essays without adequate preparation may fail to:

· fully consider the implications of the title
· apply it to their own experiences
· research and unpack relevant examples
· arrive at a complex understanding of the criteria that they are addressing
· meaningfully reflect on the response that they are formulating
· draw from their course experience
· fully consider the implications of the knowledge issues that the title addresses
· phrase their response in a manner that allows them to maximize use of the word limit that the task is governed by.
· Breaking the task down into stages

Teachers should give thought to breaking the task down into stages. One suggested breakdown would be the following stages:

· interpret the title
· define the key terms and concepts in the title
· identify the knowledge questions that are central to the discussion
· state a position
· identify the ways of knowing that are most significant to the discussion
· identify the areas of knowledge that will be central to the response
· identify the significant claims and counterclaims.
· Interpret the title

Students often complete and submit their TOK essays having only arrived at a broad superficial understanding of the title that they are addressing. This commonly leads to essays that fail to address the title, or that quickly deviate from the title.

In many instances students produce wordy and descriptive essays because they are actually attempting to arrive at an understanding of the title while in the process of completing their responses. For this reason a strong starting point is to simply invite students to rephrase the title in their own terms, “I believe that this title is stating …”

If students find it difficult to explain the title in their own terms, or even are initially unable to do this, the experience itself will encourage detailed discussion of the title which will deepen their understanding and ensure that the rest of the process is more meaningful and productive.

Define the key terms and concepts in the title

While lengthy dictionary definitions of terms are often a feature of weak descriptive responses, essays that fail to consider the central terms and concepts also tend not to explore the knowledge questions raised by the title. If the student is presented with a title which includes a phrase such as “There are no absolute distinctions between what is true and what is false” they will need to arrive at some personal understanding of the terms “absolute”, “distinction”, “true” and “false”.

Strong essays will often produce ongoing consideration of the key concepts in the title, possibly establishing that what is true for one context such as ethics may vary from what is true in another such as mathematics. Students who skip past this process are at great risk of overlooking key parts of the question or of producing responses without having fully understood the title itself. Students who define these terms in their own words are more likely to quickly take control of the essay and tend more often to produce essays that demonstrate personal engagement.

Identify the knowledge questions that are central to the discussion

Students should then be invited to formally identify the knowledge questions related to the title. If they do this they are far more likely to make effective use of the examples that they incorporate into their essay and they will be better equipped to respond to the title as a discussion of knowledge claims and their implications.

State a position

In most instances TOK titles invite students to adopt a position with respect to the title:

· I agree
· I disagree
· I agree with reservations
· I disagree to an extent.

If students are required to adopt a position then they are better equipped to recognize their response as a discussion of knowledge that naturally invites counterclaims and they are less likely to gravitate to the format that remains most familiar to them, the opinion essay. Students who formalize their position are also less likely to produce lengthy, generalized and descriptive introductions that use up space in the essay and limit the likelihood of establishing a knowledge agenda.


Identify the ways of knowing that are most significant to the discussion

Some prescribed titles specify which or how many WOKs should be addressed. However, others leave it to the students to decide which WOKs to include. As the TOK essay is only a maximum 1,600 words, it is not possible to cover all of the WOKs in depth in a single essay. Students should be encouraged to identify which WOKs they will focus on from the beginning, as this tends to produce a more focused in-depth response. It is suggested that students should select two or three WOKs which allows for effective contrasts to be made.


Identify the areas of knowledge that will be central to the response

Some prescribed titles specify which or how many AOKs should be addressed. However, others leave it to the students to decide which AOKs to cover. Essays that seek to address too many AOKs tend to become overloaded and consequently lose depth. For that reason, students can benefit from making an initial decision of which AOKs to include, perhaps the two AOKs they feel are most relevant and helpful to their response.

Identify the significant claims and counterclaims

Students must be able to develop claims in response to the knowledge questions through reasoned argument and the use of appropriate real-world examples. Students may need help in producing argumentative essays. To access the highest markbands for the essay students must explicitly, and in detail, explore counterclaims.

Example of the steps at work
If we go back to the question “There are no absolute distinctions between what is true and what is false” we should see a set of notes that looks something like the following.

Interpret the title: I think this title is stating that you can’t really cut a clean line between what is true and what is false, that there is a sort of grey line between them where things are relatively true or relatively false, as opposed to a clean border where you cross over into the world of trueness.

Define the key terms and concepts in the title:

· Absolute: Something that is complete and unequivocal, not something that has fuzzy edges.
· Distinction: Being able to tell one thing from the other.
· False: Something that is not true. This can be something that is believed, at the time to be true, but later gets disproven. If this occurs then, even though it was believed it was, all that time, false.
· True: Something that is justifiable and believable. In this case it could be something that you can show to people or that you can sufficiently justify.

Identifying the knowledge questions: The title is inviting me to consider what truth and falseness are and whether or not they remain absolute across time, in different areas of knowledge and even in different cultures.

State a position: I mostly agree with this. I think that true and false are spectrums but I only agree to an extent because I acknowledge that this is less so in some areas of knowledge than it is in others.

Identify the key WOKs: I think that this applies to all of the WOKs, but the most significant ones to consider are reason, emotion and sense perception.

Identify the AOKs: I intend to use mathematics, science and history to illustrate my response.

Identify the most significant claims and counterclaims: The key counterclaim that I will use is that in mathematics equations are generally regarded as clearly either true or false but I will show that in some cases an equation can be both.
Brainstorming and organizing ideas
If students have effectively established the parameters for discussion then they should come to this stage of their preparation with much more focus. It is important that this stage of the process is completed independently from establishing the parameters for discussion and it helps if students can complete it over a number of days. If more time is given to this then students are often able to generate more ideas, locate better examples, discuss the question with more people such as their parents, and eventually provide themselves with a better range of ideas to draw from. It is important for students to put down all the ideas that they think they can use, even if they initially seem a bit strange. Students should be encouraged to avoid editing out ideas during this stage.

Researching examples
Some students will choose to do this as part of their brainstorming but it generally makes more sense for students to research their examples after they have decided on the points that they seek to make. One of the most common causes for weak essay responses stems from the poor selection of examples. For this reason it is worth approaching this as an overt skill and ensuring that students are directed to sites and resources (magazines, documentaries, books and so on) that are likely to furnish them with interesting and relevant examples to use. This stage of the process can provide TOK teachers with an excellent opportunity to engage other DP teachers, allowing students to discuss their titles and the examples that they intend to use.

This process is central to the production of an engaged and detailed response. It also consumes a great deal of time. For that reason it is often advisable to allow sufficient time but to stipulate a time by which students should have located the examples that they intend to use.

Planning and structuring the essay

Once students have completed this much preparation, they should be well placed to prepare a visual plan of the essay that they are going to complete. An effective way to do this is to have students create text boxes that represent each paragraph of the essay, beginning with a declarative, knowledge-focused opening statement that links clearly to the title.

Producing thorough structured essay plans provides a number of advantages to students.

· It allows for reflection and peer assessment at a stage where the essay is still quite fluid.
· It enables students to easily make significant changes to the content and the order of the essay.
· It teaches students to approach the essay with an awareness of the available word limit.
· It enables students to easily jettison additional or unnecessary points.
· It helps students to create clear lines between the title, the opening statements and the examples.
· It allows students to quickly define the points that they seek to make, leaving them the space they need to address the knowledge implications that the examples illustrate.
· Once students have dedicated this much thought to the process they should then progress to a working draft of the essay.



Editing and reviewing the essay
In addition to planning, an important stage in writing the essay that is often neglected is allowing sufficient time for editing or reviewing the essay. Students tend to edit most effectively if they are able to leave their essay for a while and come back to it with fresh eyes.


Part 2: Common mistakes and how to avoid them
This section of the TSM explains mistakes commonly made in the TOK assessments, and how to avoid them. Another good source of feedback on these common mistakes is the subject report produced by senior examiners after each examination session.

The essay
Many of the mistakes that are made by weaker students result from poorly developed understanding of the objectives combined with following a weak process. Some of the common mistakes seen in TOK essays are identified below, along with advice on how they can be avoided.

Misunderstanding the nature of the essay

The goal of the TOK essay is not to evaluate the personal values of students, to explore conspiracy theories or to debate moral issues and themes. The essay invites students to consider the factors that influence our willingness to accept or reject information as knowledge. Students who do not appreciate this will often produce essays that fail to address the task and the criteria. Students should also remember that the TOK essay is not a research essay and so is not subject to the same requirements as the extended essay (apart from the requirements associated with academic honesty).

The scope of the essay

It is important that students are realistic about how much they can cover in a TOK essay which can be a maximum of 1,600 words. They are not being asked to consider all of the points that could potentially be made; indeed they should recognize that doing so will limit their ability to explore the points that they do raise in sufficient depth. Students need to be guided to reflect on, evaluate and select the most relevant ideas from the many that they have generated in the planning of their essay.

Unfocused introduction

Successful introductions tend to be dedicated to three main goals:

· establishing some clarity about the key terms and concepts used in the title
· stating a position, that is, agree, disagree, agree with reservations, disagree with reservations
· identifying the WOKs and AOKs that the essay will focus on.

Essays that open with generalized observations about mankind’s eternal quest for knowledge tend to set the scene for a descriptive essay, and often cause the student to digress. These introductions also tend to cause readers to quickly lose faith in the purpose of the essay.

Strong essay introductions ensure that they address all aspects of the title, and that they consider any assumptions that are written into the title. They do not assume that the title can only ever be addressed from one position.
Ineffective use of examples

Strong essays will seek to employ a range of specific examples (contemporary, drawn from personal experience, cross-cultural, from multiple eras, drawn from the course) and will make relevant use of them. When we refer to specific examples we mean making reference to a particular artist/artwork or scientist/scientific theory, rather than making a generic reference to “artists” or “scientists”. Effective examples invariably seek to relate the example back to the title, and to extend, fairly directly, from the example to the knowledge question that it was employed to illustrate. Students should avoid using hypothetical examples. Students who base their arguments on hypothetical examples that are invariably vague, unconvincing and anecdotal usually produce essays that fail to arrive at clear knowledge conclusions.

Students should also avoid using too many examples. Students who approach the essay from a content perspective tend often to make the mistake of filling the essay with large numbers of examples, skipping from one to the other without unpacking the significance of each. This tends to make the essay more descriptive than analytical.

Failure to refer to WOKs and AOKs

Students should identify which WOKs and AOKs their essay will focus on in their opening statements. It is crucial that students use the language of TOK appropriately, making explicit reference to the terms “ways of knowing” and “areas of knowledge.”

Claims are not fully explored and evaluated

Strong students often fail to achieve full return for their efforts because they fail to fully develop the claims that they incorporate into their discussion, and fail to justify and evaluate those claims.

Counterclaims are ignored

Essays that explore counterclaims are more likely to approach the title as a debate about knowledge and are therefore less likely to make the mistake of treating the essay simply as one-sided statements of the student’s own viewpoint or opinion.

Failure to consider implications

Many students fail to achieve the highest marks because although they make sound arguments, they fail to consider the implications of their arguments.’

Sources: https://ibpublishing.ibo.org/server2/rest/app/tsm.xql?doc=d_0_tokxx_tsm_1305_1_e&part=4&chapter=3 [accessed Monday 27 October, 2014)
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