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Lesson 4 of 4: Lesson Plan: Are we all connected?

Objective of the lesson

· To explore ideas of inter-connectedness through Buddhism and living-systems theory.

Lesson Outcomes

By the end of this lesson most pupils will:

· Compare Buddhism and living systems theory, finding similarities
· Explain the meaning of the term ‘sentient’
· Give evidence of being able to think of themselves as a living system and as a part of other systems
· Take part in a guided imagery activity and discuss their feelings
Some will only:

· Interpret a Buddhist story about showing kindness to a wounded swan
· Identify two examples of ‘living systems’ in texts
· Take part in a stilling and guided imagery activity
Others will also:

· Think through a career choice from a Buddhist point of view
· Give evidence of understanding that living-systems theory sees individuals as parts of a system to which they contribute and by which they are affected
· Question whether Buddha was doing a ‘different sort’ of science
Key words for this unit

Buddha
Buddhism
sentient
inter-connected
living-systems theory

Lesson Outcomes (Pupil friendly) 

By the end of this lesson I will be able to ….describe what Buddhism and living-systems theory have to say about all life being inter-connected.

Resources

· Some Buddhist artefacts and/or posters to display would be useful.

· Pupil Resources 1 and 2.

· Exploring World Religions/Aspects of Faith/World Faiths in Animation CDs.

In the following lesson plan, information for the teacher is given in italic text. Suggestions for the teacher to address pupils directly are given in normal text.

Introduction / Starter activity / first thoughts

What do we know about Buddhism?

Depending on whether they have encountered Buddhism previously, pupils may be knowledgeable, or know very little. A spider diagram to collect pupils’ ideas would be useful.

Classes with little knowledge of Buddhism should read or have read to them, Pupil Resource 1: the Life of Buddha. Then more could be added to the spider diagram.

Ask pupils if they would find it hard to give up a rich life in a palace as Buddha did.

Can they say why Buddha did this?

It would be useful to display some Buddhist artefacts and/or posters here.

Pupils may also like to collect information about Buddhism and the life of Buddha from

CD ROMs such as Exploring World Religions, Aspects of Faith and World Faiths in Animation.

Main Activities

Activity 1

Display the two following sayings, and discuss them. Read the story entitled, ‘The wounded swan’. Discuss the wise judge’s verdict, ‘It is better to give life than to take it’. What does it mean and do pupils agree? What might a less wise judge have said?

Here are two of Buddha’s teachings:

Show loving kindness to all sentient beings.

Choose the right livelihood.

What do these mean?

Sentience means being able to feel, and to suffer.  Buddhism says that all living things are sentient – that they all have feelings and can suffer when things go wrong for them.  

Livelihood means the job that you do to earn your living. Buddha said that your job should be chosen with care, and should not harm people, or animals, or the environment. Buddha would not choose to be a butcher or a fisherman because these involve killing and Buddha thought it wrong to take any life. He would not think that selling cosmetics previously tested on animals would be ‘right livelihood’. 
He said, ‘Everything wants to live a long life. Even a worm.’ (paraphrased).

Here is a story often told about Buddha when he was a young boy and still called Prince Gautama. It is called ‘The wounded swan’.
One day Gautama was out in the Palace Gardens, thinking how beautiful all the plants and the fine water fountains were.

Suddenly a swan fell from the air above him and landed on the grass close by with a thud.

Gautama saw an arrow sticking out of her soft white feathers, and a trickle of blood. He knelt down and gently pulled out the arrow and began to stroke the poor bird to comfort her.

Gautama had a nasty cousin called Devadatta who also lived at the palace.

He came running up, with a bow in his hand.

‘The swan is mine!’ he shouted angrily. ‘I shot her down. Give her to me!’

Of course, Gautama, who cared for all living things, refused.

They argued and neither side would give way.

In the end they decided to ask a wise judge at the Palace to decide. Gautama made the swan comfortable and then they went in search of the judge.

The judge listened to both of them. He thought for a time.

Finally he said, ‘It is better to give life than to take it. The swan must therefore be yours, Gautama.’

So Gautama was free to look after the swan and make her better. 

In a few days she could fly again and he let her free.

Activity 2

Give out copies of Pupil Resource 2: The Web of Life. Read the two passages. Explain that the first passage is by a modern Buddhist and the second by a modern scientist. Ask pupils to highlight any sentences containing the words ‘connected’ or ‘inter-connected’. These are near the beginning and end of each text. Then ask pupils to highlight passages which give examples of a living system in each text (a tree in text 1 and ourselves in text 2). Ask pupils to explain how each of these living systems work.  Less able could work in pairs or with a T.A. Alternatively, pupils could draw a diagram or picture to show the ideas contained in each passage.

Plenary / last thoughts

Some people say:
SCIENCE CAN TEACH US ALL THERE IS TO KNOW.

But Buddhism has been teaching about the web of life and everything being connected for over two thousand years. Now science is starting to agree with what Buddhism says.

Does this mean there are other ways of knowing, as well as scientific ways?

How did Buddha learn about inter-connectedness?

He noticed (observed) things around him and then thought about (analysed)

what he had seen.

Perhaps what Buddha was doing was a different method of doing science?

Buddha liked to meditate. That means sitting still and clearing your head of ordinary day to day thoughts. And now today, scientists are saying it is good for you and helps to make you happy!  Wise old Buddha!

Let’s try a stilling exercise. If pupils are not used to stilling or guided imagery, explain that they are to sit quietly and relax, preferably with their eyes closed.

Teacher puts a note on the door so that the class will not be disturbed for a few minutes. If preferred, quiet relaxation music may be played.

In a calm, quiet tone ask pupils to tense and relax various parts of the body. Screw up the face and let it go. Breathe in slowly to a count of four, then breathe out slowly to a count of four….and repeat.

Now we’re going to use our mind’s eye – the eye we see with when our other eyes are shut.

In your mind’s eye, imagine you are in a wood, standing by a large oak tree. It is cool and shady under the tree, but you hear the humming of small flying insects as they fly among the branches. You put out your hand and touch the tree. You feel the roughness of its bark against your smooth skin. You smell the warm earth and ferns. By your feet is a small hole, between two tree roots. You think how good it would be to live in that little home, how safe you would feel. You look up into the tree’s branches. Two small birds have been sitting there quietly and unnoticed. You look closely at them, noticing their colours. (Pause) You feel very good inside, very close to nature. (Pause)
You would like to stay here longer, but it is time to go. You touch the tree again to say goodbye.

You turn, and find a small path leading out of the wood. You follow it, as it winds around the trees. (Pause)
You come out of the woods. In the distance you see a town/village/city, the town/village/city where your school is. You see your school. (Pause)
You are back in the classroom at school.

When you are ready, open your eyes. You may stretch if you wish.

Allow time for pupils to talk about their experience if they wish.

1. Did you find it easy or hard to use your mind’s eye?

2. How did you feel?

3. How do you feel now?

4. Would you like to do this again?

Differentiation / Extension

Buddha was a vegetarian. What beliefs did he hold that led him to this decision?

What careers are you interested in? What would Buddha say about your choice?

Read and discuss poems on conservation from the poetry anthology Earthways, Earthwise (Oxford University Press) selected by Judith Nicholls. Link discussion to the lesson objectives.

Think about what the poet John Donne meant when he said, ‘No man is an island’.

Assessment

Pupils may refer back to the texts in Pupil Resource 2 to help them answer the following questions. Remind pupils to answer as fully as possible. The length and depth of their explanations should indicate whether the lesson objectives have been realised.
Pupil Assessment 

Buddhists say that modern science is now saying what Buddhism has been saying for over two thousand years.

What has Buddhism been saying for two thousand years?

How has modern science in the form of living-systems theory ‘caught up’?

Alternatively, pupils could use each of the five key words for this lesson in a sentence in order to show their understanding of the meaning of the terms, especially in the context of this lesson.

Notes to teacher

Pupils will be familiar with the term ‘web of life’ from science lessons. However the vision of interconnectedness which the science curriculum gives is largely dependent on the concepts of producers (plants); consumers (animals); primary consumers (herbivores); secondary consumers (herbivores) and decomposers (fungi and bacteria).

This is not quite the interconnectedness meant by Buddha and by living-systems theory.

The differences become apparent when exploring the various interpretations of causation.

All agree that things arise as a result of causes. Current teaching in primary school tends to teach interconnectedness as linear, and looks at parts rather than wholes, at substances rather than processes.

Buddhism however (through its principle of Dependent Arising) teaches that nothing can be said to have a truly independent existence. Stronger forces constitute the causes and weaker secondary forces constitute the conditions of a being’s existence. Systems Theory too shifts the emphasis from separate entities to relationships.

To take the tree example: the seed is the main ‘cause’ of the tree; sunlight, water, air and soil are the ‘conditions’. The interaction of all of these produce the tree. Different conditions would produce a different tree, or no tree at all. We are constantly being modified by the systems of which we are part and we also affect the system and others within it by our own actions.

Furthermore a single cause may have many effects.

In relation to Buddhist psychology, it is said that to live a happy life we must nurture the ‘conditions’ which enable it to be so.

Translating the theory of evolution into biological systems theory, it could be said that species survival is dependent on how well that species fits in with, and adapts to, its constantly changing support systems.

In this lesson, pupils compare the environmental teachings of Buddha with modern

living-systems theory through the medium of the concept of interconnectedness. They question whether there is only one way of obtaining knowledge as many people today believe – the way of modern science; or, whether, if we broaden our definitions of what constitutes science, there may be more than one way of doing ‘scientific method’.

In the Introduction the teacher gathers and assembles pupils’ ideas about Buddhism into a spider diagram. Pupils then read or have read to them, ‘The Life of Buddha’ on Resource 1.
In Activity 1 pupils interpret two of Buddha’s teachings – about the sentience of all living creatures, and the importance of right livelihood. They listen to a story which illustrates Buddha’s care for living things.

In Activity 2 pupils compare two passages on Pupil Resource 2: The Web of Life. One is adapted from the work of a modern Buddhist environmentalist (Akuppa); the other is adapted from an eco-scientist (Joanna Macy) explaining modern scientific theories of biological systems analysis.

In the Plenary, pupils consider whether there may indeed be other ways of knowing, apart from scientific ways. They are encouraged to begin to question whether our modern definition of science may be too limiting.

Finally, pupils take part in a stilling and guided imagery session and, afterwards, discuss its effects on them.

Further information

Quantum mechanics appears to justify and extend the biological and spiritual views that all living things are connected:-
“The atoms in my body are made of particles that once jostled in close proximity in the cosmic fireball with particles that are now part of a distant star, and particles that form the body of some living creature on some distant, undiscovered planet. Indeed, the particles that make up my body once jostled in close proximity and interacted with the particles that now make up your body. Theorists…argue that we must accept that, literally, everything is connected to everything else.”

In Search of Schrödinger’s Cat (Black Swan) by John Gribbin p.229-30

Duration
1 hour and 15 minutes

Year Group
Y4, 5 and 6 with teacher differentiation

Background Reading
www.buddhisteducation.co.uk (for Buddhist KS2 materials)


The Buddha (Dilwyn Hunt)


New Methods in RE teaching (published by Oliver and Boyd) includes an exploration of stilling and guided fantasy with good examples
                                      Don’t just do something, sit there! (Mary Stone - an introduction to stilling and guided fantasy methodology)


Introduction to Systems Philosophy (Ervin Laslo)


www.joannamacy.net (for information on systems theory and its connection to causation and deep ecology)

Cross Curricular Areas
Speaking and Listening


Critical Thinking


Creativity
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