Concept Stretcher: Knowledge
Age Range 8 – 16

Subjects: Though knowledge is a concept that appears in all subjects, the examples we would consider differ from subject to subject (eg scientific knowledge, artistic knowledge and human knowledge all seem to have different qualities). This concept stretcher takes a generic approach so that it can be used across the curriculum. It considers what it means to know, how this is different from understanding and whether knowing something and knowing someone is the same thing.
Concept overview

Knowing seems to involve being sure of a truth or being sure that something you are aware of is true. For example, I know that gravity exists. Whereas, “understand” tends to mean that we grasp the relationships between the conditions that produced it and the effects which flow from it. For example, I know that gravity exists whereas a scientist might say she understands gravity because she understands how it is created and what impact it has on us.

The complexities that this concept stretcher is designed to tease out include:

· The difference between knowing and knowledge

· How knowing something and knowing someone seems to be different

· How personal knowledge and global knowledge might differ

· And, whether you can understand something without having knowledge about it

Exploring knowledge through dialogue
Drawing on ideas from the following dialogue, see if you can unpack and even unsettle the students’ concept of what knowledge is.
TEACHER: What does knowledge mean?

ADAM: It’s about knowing things

TEACHER: I know your name. Does that mean I have knowledge about you?

ADAM: Yes

TEACHER: But do I know you in the same way that your Mum knows you? 

RACHEL: No, that’s different

TEACHER: How is it different?

RACHEL: Adam’s Mum knows him really well. You only know him a bit

TEACHER: Which bit?

ADAM: You know what she means. My Mum knows me really well. She’s known me a lot longer than you have
TEACHER: Does that mean the longer you know someone or something, the more knowledge you have about them? I’ve known my teeth ever since they grew in my mouth. Does that mean I know my teeth really well?

TAS: I guess so

TEACHER: But do you think I know my teeth better than my dentist knows them?

TAS: Of course not. Your dentist is an expert on teeth, including yours
TEACHER: But my dentist hasn’t known my teeth as long as I have. In fact, I changed dentists about 2 years ago. So, do you think this new dentist still knows my teeth?

ANITA: Yes but that’s different. She knows about teeth and so when she looks at your teeth, she understands more than you do

TEACHER: What do you mean?

ANITA: Well, your dentist has studied teeth. She knows the names of all the teeth, what they’re for and what they should look like.

TEACHER: So, she has knowledge about my teeth in the sense that she knows lots of facts about teeth? She knows the facts about teeth.
KALIM: Exactly

TEACHER: So, if I know the names of all the planets in our solar system, does that mean I know those planets?

ELLIE: No, it means you have knowledge about them but it doesn’t mean you know them

TEACHER: But how can that be? I thought we said at the beginning that knowledge is about knowing things?
SAM: Well it is about knowing things. It’s about knowing the facts. For example, I know that the world is round
TEACHER: That’s a very interesting idea because people used to “know” that the world was flat. So what can we say about their knowledge?

FRANCES: They were wrong. Their knowledge was wrong

TEACHER: But I thought we said that knowledge is what we know to be right. So how can knowledge be wrong?

PAUL: Knowledge is whatever you think is right at the time

MOHAMMED: But if I think I can fly, that doesn’t mean that’s right does it?

PAUL: No, it means you’re deluded

TEACHER: Does that mean when our ancestors “knew” the world was flat, that they were deluded? 

SUSAN: Where does that leave us? What is knowledge?
Footnote
According to so-called “Western thought”, there is no such thing as wrong knowledge. Either it is true, in which case it is knowledge, or it is wrong in which case it is “no knowledge”. Indeed, to prefix knowledge with “true” is like using the prefix “sweet” with sugar (there is no knowledge that is not true in the same way that there is no sugar that is not sweet) There is no point; this is tautology

However, Indian thinkers generally speak of true knowledge and wrong knowledge. Knowledge can be true or false, valid or invalid. Moreover, the elevation of consciousness to a metaphysical status, which is very peculiar to Indian philosophy, has further confounded the whole gamut of issues.
Exploring knowledge with questions
How do we know that…
· £1 is worth the same as 100p?

· €2 + €2 = €4?

· We know something?

· Fire burns (things)?

· If we fall over, it hurts?

· The earth is round?

· We are made up of DNA?

· The ancient Egyptians built the pyramids?

What’s the difference between:

· Knowing Paris is the capital of France and knowing Paris?

· Knowing your address and knowing the house you live in?

· Knowing something and knowing someone?

· How you know your parents and how I know them?

· The knowledge your dentist has about your teeth and the knowledge you have about your teeth?

· Knowing how to cook an egg and knowing that eggs come from chickens?

Who knows?

· Can you have the same knowledge about something as someone else does?

· Can you know what another person knows?

· If I have toothache, can you know how it feels?

· What do you think a dog knows?

· Do you think a dog knows he knows these things?

· Is it possible that dogs don’t really know anything?

· Is it possible that people don’t really know anything?

Can I have knowledge of something and yet not know it? (eg I know about various cities in the world though I cannot say I know them all)

Is it possible to understand something without having knowledge about it? (eg I might say I understand how someone feels when their pet dies even though I’ve never had a pet)
Can knowledge change? (eg we once “knew” the world was flat, now we know the world is round; or, we “knew” the sun rotated around the earth, now we “know” it is the other way round)
Exploring knowledge with comparisons

What are the similarities and differences between:

· Knowing and guessing

· Knowing and believing
· Knowing and thinking

· My knowledge and human knowledge

· My knowledge and facts

· Knowledge and experience

· Knowledge and wisdom
· Knowledge and data

· Knowledge and evidence

· Knowledge and truth

· Knowledge and proof
Exploring knowledge with statements

Which of the following statements count as knowledge?
	
	YES
	NO
	NOT SURE
	REASON

	The earth is round
	
	
	
	

	Lima is the capital city of Peru
	
	
	
	

	It is against the law to drink and drive
	
	
	
	

	At the end of the 07-08 season, Manchester Utd were the best football team in Europe
	
	
	
	

	Today, team x (whoever is top of the league) are the best team in this country
	
	
	
	

	It is wrong to kill 
	
	
	
	

	We have found no signs of alien life
	
	
	
	


