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Lesson 1 of 2: Can science teach us everything we need to know?

Aim of the lesson 

· To introduce the concepts of scientism and materialism

· To enable students to unpack what these concepts mean

· To reflect upon what they are

Differentiation / Extension

This will be provided through the level of teacher support given to pupils.

Assessment

Pupils may be assessed on Learning Outcome 1 (To know what is meant by the terms Scientism and Materialism) through their responses during Activity 1.

There are opportunities for formal assessment of students’ work through the final written activity in the plenary.

Duration:
1 hour lesson

Timings:
Starter 
 
15 minutes


Main activities  
25 minutes


Plenary 

20 minutes
Age Group:
11-14 years 

Previous knowledge needed by teacher

It would be helpful if the teacher had read the overview for this unit.

Previous knowledge needed by students

None

Background Reading

The Carl Sagan and Francis Crick quotations were taken from ‘Scientism: Science, Ethics and Religion’ by Mikael Stenmark (Ashgate Publishing Ltd 2001)

Resources

Student Resource Sheet 1: Can science teach us everything we need to know?

Student Resource Sheet 2: Nothing but particles
Introduction / Starter activity

Tell students they are going to think about how to describe a table (perhaps point to a particular table).

Tell them that the table is a material object or entity.

What do we mean by ‘material object’ or entity?

-it exists in space and time (it is finite)

-it is made of material, which itself is made up of elements/atoms etc

-it has two or three dimensions (three in the case of the table)

-it can be explored through the senses, especially sight and touch

-it can be measured

Pupils describe the table according to these criteria. This activity could be oral or written.

Is there any other way we could describe the table?

What is its purpose?

Main Activities

Activity 1

Tell students they are going to learn about two views concerning what science can tell us about the world. They are known as Scientism and Materialism.

Students are to read Student Resource Sheet 1: Can science teach us everything we need to know?
Now read, or display, the following quotations:

‘I am a collection of water, calcium and organic molecules called Carl Sagan. But is that all?  I find it elevating that our universe permits the evolution of molecular machines as intricate and subtle as we.’

Carl Sagan ‘Cosmos’ (Ballantine Books 1980)

‘The knowledge we have already makes it highly unlikely that there is anything that cannot be explained by physics and chemistry.’

Francis Crick ‘Of Molecules and Men’ (University of Washington Press 1966)

Discuss with students what the meaning of these statements might be.

How does it feel to be described as a ‘molecular machine’?

Ask students to identify which quotation matches more closely with the scientism statements, and which quotation matches more closely with the materialism statements (on the resource sheet).

Carl Sagan is a scientific materialist, and popular science broadcaster of the 20th century.

Francis Crick was a co-discoverer of DNA, and his views quoted here are those of scientism.

Activity 2

With pupils, read Student Resource Sheet 2: Nothing but particles 

Discuss the possible points of this story.

· Human beings are more than the sum of the parts they are made of.

· There are other ways of describing material objects and entities apart from physical descriptions or those attributes which can be tested.

Plenary

‘We are all made of star dust.’

This is a well known saying.

Discuss with pupils different ways in which it could be interpreted e.g.

· Our scientific knowledge tells us that we are nothing but star dust (scientism)

· Matter, everywhere in the universe,  consists of the same elements, and that’s all there is  (materialism)

· We are all part of the same unified cosmos and this is one description of us (science, theology)

· How wonderful to think that in a way our material selves go on forever, combining and recombining into different entities (any imaginative person)

Ask students to write a reflection based on this lesson and the quotation ‘We are all made of star dust.’
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