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Unit 3: 
Are we nothing but the parts we are made of?


Lesson 4 of 4: Just what is a human?

Objective of the lesson

To consider differences between: 

a) the human brain and a computer programme 

b) human and animal consciousness.

Lesson outcomes

At the end of the lesson most pupils will:

· Consider some ways in which the brain appears to work like a computer programme, recognising similarities and differences
· Reflect on ideas of human responsibility
· Give a reason for a point of view
Some will only:

· Recognise that in some ways the brain seems to work like a computer programme and that in other ways it doesn’t
· Briefly explain what is out of place in an article about human and animal responsibility
· Agree or disagree with a given statement
Others will:

· Add their own ideas when comparing and contrasting the human brain with a computer programme
· Respond with insight to concepts of human responsibility
· Draw balanced personal conclusions
Key words for this unit
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(for some)

Lesson Outcomes (Pupil friendly) 

By the end of this lesson I will be able to ….describe some ways in which the human mind is like a computer programme and say whether I think the mind is the same as the brain.

Resources needed to teach this lesson

· Rope or metre sticks (optional) for plenary activity

· Selected poetry, music and works of art (extension activity)

· Pupil Worksheet 1

· Pupil Worksheet 2
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

Display the question, ‘Just what is a human?’

In this lesson we are going to think about what makes us human. We are going to look at some different answers to our main question, ‘Just what is a human?’

Display or hand out Pupil Resource 1: Just what is a human?

Main activities

Both activities are in the form of pupil worksheets.

Activity 1 

Here pupils compare the human mind to a computer programme using Are we all brain? Pupil Worksheet 1.  A diagram of a human brain and a microchip would be valuable here.
Although the human mind is often compared to a computer, in fact the analogy is fairly weak, as the sorting diagram illustrates. Computers are inflexible and limited when compared to a human mind. There are three questions to answer and it may be preferable to discuss these with the class before they write down their responses. 

Activity 2 

Here pupils look at right and wrong and why we don’t (or shouldn’t) punish animals.

Using Brutal attack at Beauty Spot Pupil Worksheet 2 pupils read a text in newspaper report format about the attack on an elderly dog by a young terrier. 

Pupils should be aware that the report is unusual in that the terrier is being blamed and punished for the attack just as a human in similar circumstances would be. 

Pupils should know that we do not treat animals in this way because we do not hold them responsible or accountable for their actions in the same way as humans. Ask pupils after a first reading to identify the things that would not really happen (arrest and trial of a dog).

There are six questions to answer and it may be preferable to discuss these with the class before they write down their responses, or alternatively discuss pupils’ responses after writing.

Plenary / last thoughts

This is a value continuum activity. Divide class into six groups and give each group one of these statements (which may be cut up using Teacher Resource 1.)

Allow five minutes for group discussion. 

Call each group up with their statement. Pupils place themselves on an imaginary line (or a line made from skipping rope or metre stick) with A (total agreement) at one end of the line and Z (total disagreement) at the other. 

If asked, pupils should be able to explain why they are standing where they are.

(Pupils should realise that these are still hotly debated issues and that no-one is certain of the answers. Nevertheless, they should be able to show how their learning from the lesson has influenced their thinking and their choice of position.)

This may be followed by a reflective summing up.

Differentiation / Extension

Less able pupils would find it useful to work in a group with a Teaching Assistant.

Some would benefit from having key words displayed for them.

More able: Someone asks you, ‘Do you think there is a difference between a mind and a brain?’ What do you say to them?

The teacher may like to introduce pupils to selected poetry, music and works of art and ask, ‘Why do humans feel the need to express themselves in these ways?’ They do not help us to survive physically and yet they are very much a part of the human condition.

G + T could be introduced to the philosophical ideas of relativism and pragmatism through questioning whether there is really a ‘right and wrong’ out there – or whether this is just a human concept which helps us to survive and live in safer and more comfortable societies?

Homework activity: Research the meaning(s) of the word ‘reduce’ or ‘reduction’ using internet or dictionary. More able: Write a sentence showing you can make links between the word ‘reduce’ and the idea that ‘a whole is the sum of its parts’ or (G + T) ‘a whole is nothing but the sum of its parts’.

Community of Enquiry activity: debate the main question: Do you think that one day computers could become as intelligent as humans, be able to organise their own thoughts and duplicate themselves?  Sub-questions could be: Could they ever become conscious? Could they ever know right from wrong? If so, how would we have to treat them? Or is all this unlikely/impossible, and if so, why?

Assessment

Pupils’ conceptual understanding may be assessed by their responses in the Value Continuum activity in the plenary.

An assessment activity for less able pupils could be to ask pupils to talk about the key words which they have been given. This would give feedback on their understanding. Alternatively they could be given the definitions of two or three key words, randomly jumbled into individual words, and as a group sort them into the correct sentences.

Notes to teacher

This lesson introduces pupils to theories of mind and notions of responsibility.

The brain is the result of evolutionary processes and this has commonly led to conclusions that the brain is nothing but its physical processes, with free will and personal responsibility and the concept of the human mind mere illusions. This point of view is part of the wider world view of MATERIALISM – the idea that everything there is can be explained in material terms.

Others argue that certain characteristics of the human brain go far beyond survival value, and that the human mind is considerably more than its physical components.

In this lesson pupils explore such ideas.

Earlier in the unit pupils explored the usefulness of reducing a whole entity to its parts in order to learn more about it. There is a theory that in some cases the whole can influence and modify behaviour of the parts (top-down causation). This theory has attracted interest from both scientists and theologians, especially with reference to theories of mind.

In the Introduction pupils respond to common contrasting ideas about what a human being is.

In Activity 1 pupils compare the human mind to a computer by sorting phrases using a graphic organiser. Alternative ways of sorting and clarifying ideas could be through mind mapping, or by using the ‘argue against me’ technique. Here the teacher says as a challenge, ‘You can’t say computers have minds’ and pupils argue against the teacher. These different methods may suit differing learning styles.

In Activity 2 pupils use a fictional newspaper account about animal behaviour to reflect on notions of human responsibility.

In the Plenary pupils work in groups on a Value Continuum activity, explaining their chosen position on the continuum if asked.

Duration 
2 hours

Year Group
Years 5 and 6.

Cross Curricular Areas
Literacy – in extension activity


Speaking and listening


Foundation subjects – music, art in extension activity





Critical thinking
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