Knowledge Questions
The Heart of ToK

Key ToK Vocabulary
•

Knowledge Claim - “An assertion that I/we know X” A
knowledge claim is a statement about what is the case, a
statement about the world.*

•

Knowledge Question - "An open question about
knowledge”* often dealing with the “reliability, nature and
use of our knowledge claims”**

•

“General ToK language” - Language used discuss and
analyze knowledge (AoKs, WoKs, certainty, proof,
modeling etc.)

*From the IB ToK Guide, 2015
** From Marilynne Sinclair ToK Category 2 CAWS workshop, 2017
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Instead of focusing on
specific content, knowledge
questions focus on how
knowledge is constructed
and evaluated

Knowledge questions should be expressed in general terms, rather than using subject-specific terms.
For example, instead of a question focusing on a specific model in development economics, such
as the Harrod-Domar model, a knowledge question might focus on the reliability of modelling as a
method of gaining knowledge in economics.
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Knowledge questions don’t
have one single right
answer. Knowledge
questions (and their
answers) are contestable

Figure 3
It might be worth considering and discussing with students why questions of knowledge are open and therefore
so interesting. Why is it that the typical TOK question does not have one straightforward correct answer?
Students might find themselves facing this sort of question in class. Perhaps a typical response might start with
“it depends what we mean by ...” In other words, the first task in trying to answer a TOK question is to establish an
understanding of the key concepts involved. There may be a number of different ways of thinking about these
concepts. Each might give rise to a different analysis and ultimately a different answer to the question.

Knowledge questions are
expressed in general terms
rather than subject specific
terms

It is inevitable that personal perspectives will play a part in the judgments made in any analysis. The
intellectual resources that each of us has to draw upon might well be different and lead us to different or
even diametrically opposed conclusions.
The possibility of a lack of unanimity in answering TOK questions can be initially challenging for students.
After all, in mathematics a student getting a different answer to his or her neighbour can be a cause for
concern, prompting the thought that one or other has made a mistake. In a TOK question it is perfectly
conceivable that the answers differ. What is important is that the analysis is thorough and that there
are good reasons to back it up. It is possible that both conclusions are true. It is tempting to explain the
plurality of good answers to knowledge questions in terms of a type of truth relativism: “it is just a matter of
perspective”. A more likely explanation is that different interpretations of key ideas account for the different
conclusions or that the weighting of different factors in the argument differ.

Knowledge questions are general questions about knowledge
Another challenging aspect of TOK is the requirement that a knowledge question is somehow more general
than the particular examples which illustrate it. This requirement springs from the idea that TOK deals with
second-order questions.
For example:
t

In physics, one deals with questions about the material world. In TOK, we ask questions about knowledge in
physics. How can the physicist be sure of his or her conclusions given that they are based on hypothesis and
experiment? The student in TOK is not talking in physical terms because he or she is not talking about the
physical world but the discipline of physics. Therefore, it is necessary to use a different, more generalized
vocabulary. The physicist uses terms like particle, energy, mass and charge. In TOK, the student uses terms
such as hypothesis, experimental data, interpretation, anomaly, induction, certainty, uncertainty, belief and
knowledge. So knowledge questions should employ these terms, not the terms of physics.

First order questions questions about things
Real-life situation
Vocabulary specific to area of knowledge

Knowledge questions
General TOK vocabulary

Figure 4

•Particle
•Mass
•Energy
•Charge
•Hypothesis
•Certainty
•Belief
•Interpretation

Second order questions Examples of knowledge
questions
questions about our knowledge of things

You can find knowledge questions underlying almost any issue. They are sometimes difficult to formulate
precisely but they often lurk underneath popular and often controversial subjects that are discussed in the media,
for example. It is a very useful exercise to try to tease out knowledge questions underlying articles in the media.
Here are two examples of a topic that has been discussed in newspaper articles and possible knowledge
questions associated with the topic.
Example 1: Future population growth in Africa
t

Not a knowledge question: “How can we predict future population growth in Africa?” This is not a
knowledge question because it is a technical question within the discipline of population studies.

t

Good knowledge question: “How can a mathematical model give us knowledge even if it does not
yield accurate predictions?” This is now sufficiently general and explores the purpose and nature of
mathematical modelling.

Example 2: The placebo effect and its impact on the medical profession
t

Not a knowledge question: “How does the placebo effect work?” An answer to this might involve a
technical explanation in psychology. This therefore sits above the line in figure 4.

t

A good knowledge question: “How could we establish that X is an ‘active ingredient’ in causing Y?”
This question is actually a rather general one about how we can know about causal links. It is a classic
knowledge question.

Examples of KQs from
IB ToK Guide
• What counts as evidence for X?
• What makes a good explanation in subject Y?
• How do we judge which is the best model of Z?
• How can we be sure of W?
• What does theory T mean in the real world?
• How do we know whether it is right to do S?

From KC to KQ
Vitamin supplements (a subject)
Harvard health newsletter suggests the supplements have little, or in some
cases, no health benefits.

What is the knowledge claim (KC) that could be derived from this?
Vitamins have little/no health benefits.

Critical thinking can lead us to a level one KQ (KQ1)
“How did Harvard researches arrive at their conclusion about the value of
vitamins.”

Thinking about the general principles involved in such a question lead us to a
level 2 KQ (KQ2):
“How do we know if our method for achieving knowledge is reliable?”

Accessed on 8.13.17 at https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/dietary-supplements-do-they-help-or-hurt
Level 1 KQ - KQ expressed using reference to the specific knowledge involved
A Level 2 KQ (or a pure KQ) is a KQ expressed completely in general terms using no content specific language.
Note how this process moves from the specific claim to the general principles expressed in “ToK language”

In your groups, identify the KC, KQ1 and KQ2 (or none
of the above) from the following. Be prepared to
explain your rationale for categorizing each as you did
Truman’s Decision in 1945

•

How does Intuition work with evidence to establish truth?

•

Military strategy

•

How can we determine if wartime decisions are right?

•

Truman ordered the use of the atomic bomb on Japan in 1945

•

Was using the bomb the only option available to Truman?

Count the black dots

Based on the optical illusion on the
previous slide, arrange the following
statements from KC to Level 2 KQ
A.What can we learn from optical illusions
B.This is an optical illusion
C.Do the limitations of our sense perceptions help or hinder
the pursuit of truth?
D.Why do optical illusions happen?
E.What, if anything, do optical illusions tell us about sense
perception and truth

B
A
C
E
C

