Reflections
(A concept-stretching exercise, reflecting on reflections!)

1. The word ‘reflection’ comes from Latin and originally meant ‘bending back’. In pairs try to prepare an explanation of why we use this word for what we see in a mirror.

2. It is thought that only a small number of animal species, apart from humans, understand that what they see when they look in a mirror is a reflection of themselves. Discuss in pairs which of 5 these animals you think they are:

Great Apes, Bottlenose Dolphins, Orca Whales, Elephants, European Magpies, Cows, Cats, Dogs, Reindeer, Owls, Kangaroos.
(For further information on this > http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mirror_test.)

When you are told the answer, discuss whether this seems ‘just one of those odd things’, or whether it makes quite a difference. For example, might it show that some animals have more in common with humans than we suppose? 

3. Now think of when you look at yourself in a mirror. Firstly, tell your partner how you know it is you that you see, and not someone else. (See if there are different explanations of this in the whole class.) Then, discuss whether it might have made much difference to you if you had never seen yourself in a reflection. (This is obviously the case for blind people, isn’t it?)

4. Do you think people would be less vain (i.e. proud of their looks) or less vulnerable (feeling bad about their looks) if there were no ways of seeing their reflections? Would that be a good thing? (You might check out the story of Narcissus on http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narcissus_(mythology) )

5. We also use the idea of ‘reflection’ a lot nowadays to refer to ‘thinking back’ (which you could say is a sort of ‘bending back’.) Or another way of explaining it is ‘thinking over’. Think back for a moment and decide whether you have spent much of today ‘reflecting’. Discuss as a whole class: Do people in fact spend a lot of their time thinking back on things? More than they spend thinking ‘forward’? 

6. Reflecting back on your learning is thought to be a very good way of developing your memory and your understanding. If so, why do you think that is? Would you ever learn from your mistakes if you never reflected?
