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Lesson 5 of 5

Aim of the lesson 

· At the end of the lesson the students should be able to:

· Compare causal explanations with teleological arguments

· Be able to identify occurrences of each.

· Assess their relative merits and appropriateness in different contexts.

Differentiation / Extension

Student Resource Sheet 5: Why oh why?

Assessment

Teacher: answers to questions as work through 1c_r5 (and 1c_r5LA) Why oh why? Diagrammatical presentation of Top down causation.

Duration 1 hour

Timings

Starter
10 minutes - Recap of last lesson. Introducing the relationship between questions and explanations. 

Main Activity
40 minutes – working through activities on 1c_r5 Why oh why? And Top down causation tree.

Plenary
10 minutes – summary and conclusion of unit.

Intended Age 16 -18

Previous Knowledge needed by teacher

The teacher must have read and understood 1c_r5 Why oh why? It would be advantageous to have done some background reading on different kinds of explanations from the suggested list, especially the two books by Michael Poole.

Previous Knowledge needed by students

Knowledge from the previous lesson on reductionism. Critical and creative thinking skills.

Background Reading

· Student Resource Sheet 5: Why oh why?

· A guide to Science and Belief.  Chapter 3 ‘Explaining Explanations’. Michael Poole (1997 Lion)

· Teaching about Science and Religion pages 28-29 Michael Poole 1998 Culham College Institute.

· Questions of Science, Andrew Barton Kingsway Publications 1999.

Resources

· Student Resource Sheet 5 or 5[LA]: Why oh why?
Introduction / Starter activity

Remind the pupils of the previous lesson on reductionism and explain how these ideas are linked to the nature of scientific explanations – e.g. causal explanation.

You walk into the kitchen and see a kettle boiling. You ask ‘Why is the kettle boiling?’ The students should think of as many answers as possible to the question. Now they should try re-phrasing the question in different ways in order to get specific answers (e.g. For answer ‘The kettle is boiling because someone wanted a cup of tea’ the question could be ‘Why has someone turned on the kettle?’). The important point to make is that the kind of explanation given is dependent on the way the question is phrased. Even then, the answers are often given at different levels. Scientific explanations are answering different kinds of questions to religious ones.

Main Activities

Why oh why? – 1c_r5 Why oh Why? starts with the description of an incident between a car and a pedestrian. The students are invited to consider the events from a variety of standpoints especially with regard to the question ‘Why did the events happen?’ A variety of different explanations at different levels are suggested. They should write their own definition of the term ‘Causal Explanation’. The sheet then moves on to suggest that science generally works with causal explanations and to explain what these explanations are. The argument is illustrated by quotes from Peter Atkins, a well know professor of Chemistry and militant atheist.

Teleological explanations. The students should think of different situations when what they do is decided by the purpose they have (e.g Lose some weight, so they take more exercise and stop eating chocolates). They should share these and then work through the suggestions on 1c_r5 Why oh Why? Concerning teleological explanations. These are considered to be appropriate in certain situations. 

Top down causation. Finally the application of these ideas to human nature is re-visited along with some suggestions (top-down causation) of a scientific approach that would preserve the intuition of human agency. The students could draw this idea diagrammatically and apply it to an actual situation. For instance, think of a well known story/film/play. The overall plot governs how the individual characters behave, the environment that is created by the author, the events that take place. Each of these different aspects or ‘parts’ could be analysed individually but full understanding can only take place when considered in the light of the whole plot. (The students could think of different ideas). What they need to do is draw a large tree on a piece of paper. They outline the main ‘plot’ in the top of the tree. Then they write down all the different components on the trunk, roots and branches.

They then need to consider these two questions:

Why is ‘Top down causation’ important to both Science and Religion? (e.g the Bible is often broken down into different parts without consideration of the whole biblical narrative)

In what ways does top down causation run contrary to reductionism?

Plenary

Conclusion – Sum up the ideas of the lesson and of the whole sequence of lessons.

Science and Religion in Schools Project – Unit 1c: What is an explanation?

