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Class goals


Some of you may be wondering why you have to take this class. While I am not entirely sure of the answer either, I can certainly regurgitate what the teacher’s guide to TOK claims are the goals of the class :) This class is not really a philosophy class. In some ways, it is more concrete than philosophy. In a sentence, the goal of the class is to make students (you guys) critically question their own bases of knowledge. In doing this, there are several sub-goals:

1. Understanding why it is important to critically examine knowledge claims

2. Being aware of the interpretive nature of knowledge including personal and ideological biases

3. Understanding the strengths and limitations of individual and cultural perspectives

4. Understanding the strengths and limitations of different areas of knowledge and ways of knowing.

5. Developing a method to formulate knowledge claims

6. Finding the similarities in the methods of acquiring knowledge in the different knowledge areas and reconciling differences in these various methods.

In actuality, I feel that these are quite noble goals and that this class has the potential to give high school students a more grounded “perspective” on what they have already learned and makes students reflect on interesting issues that they may not think about every day, (like why do you park in a driveway and drive on a parkway or why are the Cleveland Brown's helmets orange? ) After teaching the class for 6 1/2 years, I found that students not only achieve the goals listed above to a certain extent, but also learn some other lessons, which I feel are probably more important. So, as the semester goes on, I would like you to be aware of the following goals:

7. Learn to listen to opinions different than your own.

8. If you do #7, you will learn a lot about your classmates and why they think the way they do, and also learn a little bit about yourself. 

9. Learn how to articulate and support your views. This forces you to organize your thoughts in a way that sometimes clarifies your own ideas.

10. Learn how to be tolerant and sensitive to others’ views. We talk about controversial topics in the class. Sometimes this leads to heated debates between certain individuals. As you well know, when people are arguing, they have a tendency to say hurtful things they do not mean. While this has not usually been a problem, I have gotten comments from students in the past that felt that inappropriate comments were directed at them. I will try my best to stop discussions before they get out of hand. However, I also want you guys to learn how to control your emotions and deal with each other in a respectful manner. (So, unless absolutely necessary, I will try not to “stop” discussions, and let you guys “police” yourselves.)

In addition to these seemingly abstract goals, I have found that this class is an excellent forum to introduce students to the writing and ideas of some pretty cool people that you would not ordinarily see in high school. In the past, I have introduced my class to Greek philosophy, some excerpts from E. O. Wilson and Steven Pinker, among others. As I read more myself, I hope to find some valuable reading to pass on to you all. 

Class Format


The areas of focus for this semester are knowers(my spell check says this word doesn’t exist, but it’s in my teacher’s guide, so I’ll use it) and the ways of knowing. Essentially, we will discuss what it means to “know” something and the various methods one can use to acquire knowledge. In addition to these topics that come straight from the syllabus, I will sprinkle in topics from current events. Typically I will try to find something that y’all can relate to that can also be tied back to actual TOK material. (These tie-ins are sometimes tenuous – but I try to find articles that you will at least be interested in.) But, keep in mind that not ALL of our discussions can be about fun current events. I do have certain items I need to cover in class and I do need you do discuss these sincerely (rather than falling asleep!!!)


Although some discussions are best when the students haven’t had any preparation, certain topics lend themselves to better discussions if I give you some reading. Some written assignments will be based upon this reading. I will lecture very little in class. One of the big goals of this class is to have all the students relate their past experiences to the discussion topics. Thus, most class periods will simply be group discussions. Based on suggestions from past students, I will experiment a bit with the class format. I may try some simulations or try to set up class in an organized debate format instead of a less structured class discussion. In discussion it is important that everyone is paying attention! 

Course Requirements and grading


Throughout the semester we will have discussions on class reading and other topics. Part of your grade will be based on your participation in discussions. (I will simply tally who spoke on each discussion day. You only have to speak once during a class period to get credit for speaking during that class period.) You will get much more out of the class if you DO make an effort to participate in discussions. Furthermore, the class as a whole will learn more if everyone actively participates. To try to get everyone involved, I will call on random people to participate in discussions.  In order to gauge that people are doing the reading, I will occasionally give pop quizzes on the reading. If you miss class, it is your responsibility to see me and make up any pop quizzes I may have given in your absence. 


For IB, you are required to write a 1200-1600 word essay and to give a 10 minute presentation to the class. This semester you will do the presentation. Next semester you will do the paper. These two assignments, along with preparation for your extended essay, and other smaller writing assignments and activities will comprise the rest of your grade. If you miss a class, remember that it is your responsibility to find out what, if any, graded assignment(s) you missed. Keep in mind that the two ways you can hurt your TOK grade the most are by not meeting deadlines and doing a shoddy job on your extended essay.
Outline of material to be covered

I. Knowers and Knowing

A. Nature of Knowing

B. Knowers and Sources of Knowledge

C. Justification of Knowledge Claims

II. Ways of Knowing

A. Perception

B. Language

C. Reason

D. Emotion

III.
Areas of Knowledge


A. Natural Sciences


B. Human Sciences


C. History


D. The Arts


E. Ethics


F. Mathematics

Personal Note

I have decided to stop teaching TOK at the end of this (2005-2006) school year. The decision was a personal one and certainly not based upon you all at all. (I made this choice a couple months ago.) I've only had you all in class for one day and already know I'm going to miss having you in class come next Fall. In all honesty, TOK is my favorite class to teach of all of my Winter Park and UCF classes. I have two main reasons for not teaching it next year: 1) With the increased number of senior students in IB, the amount of time grading takes has increased and the scheduling has become more and more difficult. 2) My father is near the end of his academic career and I would like to work with him on writing a book. My schedule right now doesn't give me enough time to devote to such a massive project, but the amount of time I spend on TOK would be adequate.

As of right now, we don't have a definitive plan as to who is going to teach the second semester of TOK to your class. It is very likely that the manner in which you have class will change. (It's unlikely that whoever we find to teach this class will have the luxury of being able to pull you all out of History, English, Language and Science classes twice a week for the whole day.) Currently we are brainstorming ideas and our end decision will be based on who gets hired to teach the course and their personal constraints. Although I won't teach you all next school year in TOK, I will still be at Winter Park High School teaching the IB HL Mathematics class and will be heavily involved in the transition of the TOK class. I promise to work with whoever succeeds me to ensure as smooth a transition as possible. I want you all to understand however that a different teacher may have a very different style than I have. It's important you accept that possible difference and continue to get all the content out of the course from the next instructor. On a final note, I am very happy and excited that I get to teach you all for at least one semester.

