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3d: Christianity and modern science

Lesson 3 of 4:  The Galileo Debate 

Aim of the lesson 

· Knowledge and understanding of the science and religion debate in the 17th century with a focus on Galileo.

· Knowledge and understanding of Galileo, his work and the conflict with the church

· Evaluation of ideas outlined

Differentiation / Extension

This lesson differentiates through outcome.  

Assessment

By presenting their concluding reflection in writing, students will offer teachers the opportunity for a formal piece of assessment. 

Duration:
1 hour lesson

Timings
Starter 
 
 5 minutes


Main activities  
 40 minutes


Plenary 

 15 minutes
Age Group:
14-16 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

Creative and critical thinking skills will be needed in this lesson

Background Reading

See overview section for reading list

Resources

None 

Introduction / Starter activity [5 minutes]
Recap what the students can remember from last lesson and its conclusion: The Galileo controversy was over the perceived threat to the traditional understanding of the structure of the universe, a structure which seemed completely bound up with what people had always understood about God and his creation.

Introduce the aim of this lesson: to air in debate what has been learnt about Galileo and his conflict with the Church. Ask students to find the two minute speeches which they have already prepared.

Main Activities [40 minutes]

Conduct a debate between the church and Galileo on the motion that: “The earth moves.” 

First, put students in groups of four, two who have written speeches for the motion and two who have written against the motion. Those for the motion will, as they know, represent Galileo and his scientific view of the world. Their task is to present a convincing argument which contradicts the Aristotelian view of the world. Those speaking against the motion will represent the Church and the then commonly accepted view of the world, including contemporary scientific views.  Their task is to stress the vital importance of maintaining this established view and to warn of the dangerous implications of abandoning it.

In each group, all four speeches are delivered. Then the four students vote on which of them argued their point most clearly and powerfully. Each group then combines with another group, the two winners (one from each group) delivering their speeches again, and the process continuing until, from the whole class of students, you are left with two winning speeches representing both sides of the Galileo debate.  After the two winning speeches have been delivered to the whole class, the speakers are questioned on their arguments by all the other students until at last a vote is taken for or against the motion that, “The earth moves”, the vote revealing which of the winning speeches had the more persuasive argument. 

This kind of debate works well (as opposed to a more conventional debate format in which only five students would be fully involved) because everyone owns it. Having prepared and read aloud their ideas, you should find that all students are motivated throughout. 

Plenary [15 minutes]
Sum up:  Ask students to reflect upon what they have learnt about the nature of theories, and the way that scientific thinking can be presented as fact.  Let a modern cosmologist (Albert Einstein 1879 – 1955) contribute to the reflection with his words: “Science without religion is lame, and religion without science is blind”. Ask students to write a response to these words in the light of their studies about Galileo.

There are modern parallels of this clash between scientific enterprise and beliefs intrinsically bound up with religious ideas about God and his creation (see, for instance, discussions on Genetics e.g. Cloning and Transplants). This could form material for further discussions, further lessons. You might use films such as Gattaca [Andrew Niccol, 1997], Jurassic Park [Spielberg, 1993] or Frankenstein [Brannagh, 1994].
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