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Student resource sheet 1: Explanation

Explanation is important for all of us within our everyday life, without it we would not be able to understand one another.

We have looked at how subjects can use the same skills 

of investigation when looking for explanation. 

However, there are other subject-specific explanations in Science and RE.

There is the 'what?' of the subjects, the content or phenomena. In Religion for example there are beliefs, worship, founders, leaders, sacred texts, rites of passage, symbols, festivals, ethics, rituals and myths all to be understood through explanation.  In your RE lessons you have probably had to show your teacher you understand what is going on - after reading a book, or watching a video or making a visit,for example.  Your teachers will have explained to you the meaning, function and history of the things you have read/seen.  Symbolic actions, types of language, interpretation of religious texts, customs and behaviour, sequences of events leading up to events such as the crucifixion of Jesus need explaining. There is a sense in which we need to be inside a religion to understand it more fully, but a good explanation helps.

There is the 'What?' of science too, the description, analysis and explanation of entities and mechanisms in the natural or physical world. In Science lessons, you might have studied the human body's action and control; inheritance and selection; chemical patterns; chemistry in action; energy and electricity; waves, atoms and space; food production and the environment; health and exercise; chemicals and the Earth; chemical reactions; movement and change; energy force and communication.  All this content needs explanation, particularly the technical language and abstract concepts involved.

But Science is not just about content.  Scientific Method, scientific investigation, is the distinctive aspect of explanation in Science. It has been described as the disciplined procedure of observation, analysis, construction and testing of hypotheses, induction, and deductive reasoning by which explanatory models and laws are established - as contrasted with other kinds of general statements. The hypothetical-deductive, the deductive-nomological, confirmation and falsification (to use the technical words) are distinctive. Some naturalist, reductionist scientists claim that this is the only valid form of explanation.

In Religious Education lessons, teachers explain the use and purpose of religious phenomena, and also how faith adherents attribute meaning and significance to the data. You will have started to look at how beliefs and values affect actions. In the study of religious traditions, for example those to do with rites of passage, pupils reflect about religious questions rather than 'questions about religion'. These religious questions might be about such things as the existence of God, His call upon human beings, about origins, truth, destiny, purpose and meaning, about ethical ways of behaving. 

Good RE helps pupils not only to recognise religious questions, but also to develop skills of evaluation. They are challenged to consider how far they agree with religious statements, and to develop an awareness of the strengths of other view points. Evaluation of truth claims may also include a consideration of logical consistency, empirical adequateness and experiential relevance. These higher levels of learning need correspondingly complex explanatory skill.

So although Science and Religion have some methods of enquiry in common, they are also distinctive in how they approach the search for explanations.

TASK

Having looked at the topic of explanation over the last 2 lessons see how why you can explain your answers to these questions:

1. What is an explanation?

2. How is explanation used in a similar way in Science and Religion?

3. How is explanation used in a different way in Science and Religion?

4. In this unit you have looked at light and a prism, a diamond and a lighthouse while exploring the nature of explanation. Now, devise your own illustration of the fact  that different people may explain the same object or event in different ways.
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