Session # 19 Science -- A Take Apart Party

Overview- 

Explore the innards of computers, electronics and machines and learn about Unitarian Universalist Tim Berners-Lee, “The Father of the World Wide Web.”

UU Principle and/or Source: 

We covenant to affirm and promote: A free and responsible search for truth and meaning;

The living tradition which we share draws from many sources: Humanist teachings which counsel us to heed the guidance of reason and the results of science, and warn us against idolatries of the mind and spirit.

Children’s language: Search for what is true. The use of reason and the discoveries of science.

Supplies: 


Chalice, candle and matches


Storybook(s)


Copies of the Take Home Page for each member


Award Beads and poster


Camera to document the action!


Broken or obsolete machines, especially computer keyboards, mouse, CPU’s.

Collect (or purchase at a thrift store or garage sale)broken or obsolete appliances such as cameras, telephones, computer keyboards, printers and disk drives, tape recorders, hair dryers, anything which you can comfortably throw away when the activity is over. Expect that you'll need one machine for each group of about 4 class members (although a larger machine can involve a larger group of people).  Caution: Carefully select the machines that are available to take apart. Check to be sure there are no hazardous materials. Television screens and computer monitors may contain hazardous chemicals. Some small appliances that are made of molded plastic can be frustrating to investigate because there is no way to get inside them without smashing them.


Tools: screwdrivers of various types and sizes, pliers, scissors, tweezers, allen 


wrenches.

Bags for taking parts home. 

Set Up: Collect broken or obsolete machines.  Ask members of the congregation as well as scour garage sales, recycle shops and Thrift Shops.

See if a computer scientist or engineer, or a teen familiar with computers can attend and describe the innards of the computers.

Entering Activity: Start the Take Apart Party!

There’s nothing quite like exploring the insides of electronics, machines, and computers. Set them out with the tools and let the class members explore. 

Active Game: Continue the Dissection!

Quieter Option: Take pictures of the action! 

Project: Are there parts that class members want to take home?  Bag them, then collect the rest and put in the trash.  Collect trash from other classes and take it out to the dumpster or whatever you have.

Council Circle: Countdown to worship. Light the Chalice. We like to be curious about things as Unitarian Universalists. One of our principles is the use of science and reason. The computer scientist who invented the World Wide Web was curious and is a Unitarian Universalist. His name is Tim Berners-Lee. He is alive today. Raised in London in the 1960s, Berners-Lee was a child of the computer age. His parents met while working on the first computer sold commercially. They taught him to think unconventionally; he'd play games over the breakfast table with imaginary numbers (what's the square root of minus 4?). He made pretend computers out of cardboard boxes and five-hole paper tape and fell in love with electronics. Later, at Oxford, he built his own working electronic computer out of spare parts and a TV set. In 1991, just before some of you were born, he invented the World Wide Web to help everyone share information with computers.  He wanted the information to be open, to be free and to belong to everyone. In many ways, his hopes for the WWW are the same as the hopes we have for Unitarian Universalism. To be open, to be free and to belong to everyone. 

Let’s go around the council circle and check in.  If you like, share something about computers.

Suggested Books:

Willie and the World Wide Web by Steve Guissen and Kuon Vuthy, 1998. Willie McBee loves to play computer games. Willie's parents, however, think this interest has begun to take over his life. On his birthday, Willie finds a mysterious present. This present allows him to magically enter his computer, fly through the Internet, and explore the World Wide Web. Thus begins an extraordinary adventure. Willie's wild ride through the Web allows him to experience the opportunities, wonders and complexities of this digital frontier. 

The Magic School Bus Gets Programmed: A Book about Computers by Nancy Wright, 1999. The school computer is going berserk, and Ms. Frizzle invites the kids to take a high-tech ride to check it out -- and learn some cool computer facts along the way.

My First Book About the Internet by Sharon Cromwell and Dana Regan, 1997. The author has a wonderful way of making abstract concepts understandable. Easy explanations from how e-mails are transmitted to how to visit a web site. 

Franklin and the Computer by Sharon Jennings, et al., 2003. Franklin is totally into Beaver's new computer game, Dam Builders. He keeps popping up at her house and spends all his time playing Dam Builders. He's so obsessed with reaching the next level in the game that he turns down Beaver's invitation to go swimming and even forgets his promise to Bear to show up for soccer practice--twice. One day Franklin finds himself alone; all his friends are at the pond. They are glad when Franklin joins them for a real game of dam builders, and Franklin realizes that friends are the most fun of all.
Closing: Here’s to the spirit of curiosity, and to our principle that reminds us to use reason and science to explore the world.

Snack

Background for Teachers:

Essay by Tim Berners-Lee about UUism and the World Wide Web:

People have often asked me whether the Web design was influenced by Unitarian Universalist philosophy. I have to say that it wasn't explicitly, as I developed the Web well before I came across Unitarian Universalism at all. But looking back on it, I suppose that there are some parallels between the philosophies.

Where I'm coming from

Like many people, I had a religious upbringing which I rejected as a teenager: in my case it was a protestant Christian (Church of England) upbringing. I rejected it just after being "confirmed" and told how essential it was to believe in all kinds of unbelievable things. Since then I have discovered that many of the people around me who were "Christians" in fact used a sort of loose interpretation of some of that stuff, but it relieved a great tension just to say no. In fact, confirmation is when you say "yes", and well, we all make mistakes. In fact the need for the basis for Christian philosophy but without the dogma was a vacuum for many years.

If you're used to other religions you might be confused by UUism being called a religion, but it qualifies I think. Like many people, I came back to religion when we had children. Why does everybody do this? Is it just that one feels that values and things are important for kids though one wouldn't have time for it otherwise? I hope not. Or is it that having kids is such a direct, strong, stark experience that it brings thoughts of life and love again bubbling up through the turgid morass which otherwise clogs our thinking? Or is it that it gives us an excuse? But for whatever, happenstance had our family living in the Boston area, where UU churches abound, and we were lucky enough to hit on a great one, with a great minister.

Unitarian Universalists are people who are concerned about all the things which your favorite religion is concerned about, but allow or even require their belief to be compatible with reason. They are hugely tolerant and decidedly liberal. The fundamental value and dignity of every human being is a core philosophy, and they have a healthy respect for those whose beliefs differ….

Decentralization

The Internet community always used to be decentralized as the Internet itself. Newsgroups have no central server, and no central authority to determine what is and what isn't a new group. When I was developing the Web in 1990, the Internet development community was largely academic in membership and had a very academic style. People were and are judged on what they say rather than who they are. As Dave Clark said,

"We have no kings or presidents. We believe in rough consensus and running code."

There is very little structure. There is the idea that society can run without a hierarchical bureaucratic government being involved at every step, if only we can hit on the right set of rules for peer-peer interaction. So where design of the Internet and the Web is a search for set of rules which will allow computers to work together in harmony, so our spiritual and social quest is for a set of rules which allow people to work work together in harmony.

It used to be the case that internet protocols were designed with some clear vision of the final harmonious interworking in mind, whereas laws and rules of behaviour tended to be put together without a clear common understanding of what tomorrow's world would look like. Nowadays, even Web developments happen because of our gut feeling that certain properties of the Web will lead to great things, but we often expect the results to be amazing and good, but unpredictable.

Tolerance

In this decentralized world, the first common principle is of tolerance. ..I don't know who formulated the principle of tolerance in Internet circles first as "Be conservative in what you do and liberal in what you expect". I have heard Vint Cerf quote it. It is a guiding rule in internet protocol design. Always say "http:"in lower case, but in practice understand "HTTP:" too.

Unitarian Universalism is famous for its tolerance. UU people don't generally go around trying to convert other people. They respect those who believe in some sort of a God different from theirs (if they use the term). Recently I heard a UU remark (I paraphrase from memory - it was not written down),

"I have always been an argumentative type - always tending to play devils advocate and skeptical of everything. I was quite expecting to be thrown out of this church like I've been thrown out of everywhere else. I was staggered to be accepted. I was even more surprised to find that in fact, the place was full of people just as argumentative as me!"

UUs perhaps share the view that "If there is one thing I can't stand - it's intolerance!". They fight racism and inequality. They get really upset when people are killed and tortured because they don't believe in the One True God or the One True Anything.

UUs actually believe in love. But that doesn't seem to bear analogy with computers!

Truth

A lot of people ask me whether I am disappointed that the Web has taken on such a lot of commercial material, rather than being a pure academic space. In fact, I know it could not be universal if it did not allow any form of communication. It must be able to represent any thought, any datum, any idea, that one might have. So in this way the Web and the UU concept of faith are similar in that both serve as a place for thought, and the importance of the quest for truth, but without labelling any one true solution. The quest for the truth is always accompanied by skepticism of anyone claiming to have found it.

Hope

There is one other thing which comes to mind as common between the Internet folks and the UUs. The whole spread of the Web happened not because of a decision and a mandate from any authority, but because a whole bunch of people across the 'Net picked it up and brought up Web clients and servers, it actually happened. The actual explosion of creativity, and the coming into being of the web was the result of thousands of individuals playing a small part. In the first couple of years, often this was not for a direct gain, but because they had an inkling that it was the right way to go, and a gleam of an exciting future. It is necessary to UU philosophy that such things can happen, that we will get to a better state in the end by each playing our small part. UUism is full of hope, and the fact that the Web happens is an example of a dream coming true and an encouragement to all who hope. - excerpts from http://www.w3.org/People/Berners-Lee/UU.html
From Time Magazine 3/29/1999; Time 100 Most influential People of the Century:

Unlike so many of the inventions that have moved the world, [The World Wide Web] truly was the work of one man. Thomas Edison got credit for the light bulb, but he had dozens of people in his lab working on it. William Shockley may have fathered the transistor, but two of his research scientists actually built it. And if there ever was a thing that was made by committee, the Internet — with its protocols and packet switching — is it. But the World Wide Web is Berners-Lee's alone. He designed it. He loosed it on the world. And he more than anyone else has fought to keep it open, nonproprietary and free. 

And on the seventh day, Berners-Lee cobbled together the World Wide Web's first (but not the last) browser, which allowed users anywhere to view his creation on their computer screen. In 1991 the World Wide Web debuted, instantly bringing order and clarity to the chaos that was cyberspace. From that moment on, the Web and the Internet grew as one, often at exponential rates. Within five years, the number of Internet users jumped from 600,000 to 40 million. At one point, it was doubling every 53 days. 

Raised in London in the 1960s, Berners-Lee was the quintessential child of the computer age. His parents met while working on the Ferranti Mark I, the first computer sold commercially. They taught him to think unconventionally; he'd play games over the breakfast table with imaginary numbers (what's the square root of minus 4?). He made pretend computers out of cardboard boxes and five-hole paper tape and fell in love with electronics. Later, at Oxford, he built his own working electronic computer out of spare parts and a TV set. He also studied physics, which he thought would be a lovely compromise between math and electronics. "Physics was fun," he recalls. "And in fact a good preparation for creating a global system." 

It's hard to overstate the impact of the global system he created. It's almost Gutenbergian. He took a powerful communications system that only the elite could use and turned it into a mass medium. "If this were a traditional science, Berners-Lee would win a Nobel Prize," Eric Schmidt, CEO of Novell, once told the New York Times. "What he's done is that significant." 

You'd think he would have at least got rich; he had plenty of opportunities. But at every juncture, Berners-Lee chose the nonprofit road, both for himself and his creation. Marc Andressen, who helped write the first popular Web browser, Mosaic — which, unlike the master's browser, put images and text in the same place, like pages in a magazine — went on to co-found Netscape and become one of the Web's first millionaires. Berners-Lee, by contrast, headed off in 1994 to an administrative and academic life at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. From a sparse office at M.I.T., he directs the W3 Consortium, the standard-setting body that helps Netscape, Microsoft and anyone else agree on openly published protocols rather than hold one another back with proprietary technology. The rest of the world may be trying to cash in on the Web's phenomenal growth, but Berners-Lee is content to labor quietly in the background, ensuring that all of us can continue, well into the next century, to Enquire Within Upon Anything. 

Take Home Page: 

Today we held a “Take Apart Party” and learned about UU Tim Berners-Lee, “Father of the World Wide Web.”  He hopes the WWW would be open, free and belong to everyone, just like Unitarian Universalism.

