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Lesson 1 of 3: What is real?

Aims of the lesson 

· to explore the nature of reality and what people mean when the word ‘real’ is used

· to understand the distinctions between ‘types’ of realism a) naïve b) critical, and c) non/anti-realism

· to make pupils more literate and articulate in their understanding and use of these concepts

Differentiation / Extension

There is an extension worksheet available in this lesson for those students who could be challenged at a deeper level about the nature of reality. 

Assessment

Through their written answers to the  8 questions on the accompanying worksheet, there are opportunities for formal assessment of students’ progress and levels.

Duration

1 hour

Timings

Starter 10 mins; Main activities 40 mins; Plenary 10 mins

Intended Age
14-16 year olds

Previous knowledge needed by teacher

It would be helpful for teachers to have read the background notes in the Unit Overview about  realism, anti-realism and critical realism.

Previous knowledge needed by students

None

Background Reading

Resources

Student Worksheet 1: What is real?  
Student Extension Sheet 1: What is real?

Introduction / Starter activity

Introduce the concept of reality, asking pupils to give a range of examples of ways in which the word ‘reality’ might be used and then brainstorming on some working definitions of the word. It should become apparent that the meaning of this word is much affected by its context and also that clear-cut, absolute definitions are difficult/impossible!  

Encourage pupils to explain what the word ‘reality’ means in the particular examples they have cited and then to consider whether or not there are any common threads binding all the meanings together.  

This should lead to fruitful discussion which might develop into a related discussion about the ways in which science and religion use the concept of reality.  Are these ways different? Even mutually opposing? Or are similarities apparent?

Main Activities

Show a clip from the film The Matrix.  The film takes us to the year 2199. The world has been taken over by the Matrix, and is now being run by an artificial intelligence. Humans are living in a computer-generated dream-world and are being harvested like plants to be part of the Matrix. They live their lives in an artificial reality, never realizing that they are slaves of an evil system that has a false claim on the world. 

A few rebel humans discover the horror of the Matrix. They believe that computer programmer Thomas Anderson (who by night is a computer hacker named Neo), is "the one" who, according to prophecy, will save the world from cyber-slavery. 

The best clip would be when Neo sees thousands of humans asleep in pods fuelling the computer with their energy, and suddenly realises that the reality he has experienced so far in his life has been no more than a computer-generated one.

Ask students to explain to one another, in pairs or small groups, what is going on in the clip they have seen.  Then ask them how this clip relates to the question, ‘What is real?’

Use Student Worksheet 1: What is real?.  Ask students to tackle questions 1-3 in small groups, coming back together as a class to discuss their answers.  Then they can go on to questions 4 -5, coming back together again to discuss their thoughts  before going on to question 6.  Finally as a class read the information on side 2 of the worksheet.  Then ask students to answer questions 7-8 and to be ready to explain their thoughts to others when the class comes back together.

Use Student Extension Sheet 1: What is real? for students who work quickly and want deeper thinking on the subject.

Plenary

Bring the class together and ask them to define reality again. Have their definitions changed since the start of the lesson?  If so, what has led to this change?
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