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Unit 1: Our world
 
Lesson 2: Can we always trust our senses?

Story 2

Isaac leaned his back against the trunk of the tree. He was in an orchard on his family’s country estate, and the scent of ripening apples was in the air.

[image: image2.png]He looked up through the tree’s branches, laden with apples. He watched the early autumn sunlight streaming through, interrupted on its journey to earth by the branches, apples and leaves.

Isaac was very interested in light and colour. He felt the dampness of the grass he was sitting on, but took no notice of it.

He admired the colours of the apples. Soon someone would be coming round to pick them and send them to market.

Suddenly Isaac heard a tiny, quick crack of a twig and bump! A large ripe apple fell from high above, and came close to hitting him on the head!

Isaac picked up the apple. Why do apples always fall straight to the ground? he wondered. What makes them fall? Why, if you drop any object, does it always fall to the ground? Does the earth pull on the moon in the same way as it pulled on the apple?

Isaac stayed under the tree a good while longer. Some new ideas were coming to him. 

One day they would become known as the laws of gravity. These laws would make it possible to explain, and then perhaps predict, the movements of the moon and planets.

For discussion

· What senses did Isaac use, sitting under the tree?

· What did Isaac take for granted about the world, that René did not?

· René took for granted that his thoughts were reliable. Did Isaac too?

· What does ‘predict’ mean? In which kinds of lessons would you be most likely to make predictions?

Isaac Newton’s ways of finding out what we can know became known as scientific method. You work this way in science lessons. You have ideas or theories, and test them. One way of finding out if they are good theories is to see if you can make predictions using them. For example:-

· This plant seems to grow well in dry soil.

· I think plants like these will grow well in hot dry parts of Africa where they can be used for food.

· I will send a batch of these plants to a part of Africa which has dry soil and see if they thrive.

René Descartes had chosen a different way of finding out about what we can know. It was to start with first principles or what you definitely know to be true, and then work things out from there.
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