
The Pencil Case 

 

 

Judy: Come on, Des, give my pencil case back.  I know you took it. 

Des:  No, you don’t know it, because I didn’t take it! 

Judy:  But it was there before I went out of the classroom, and you were the only 

person who was in here, and now its gone. 

Des: Yeah? But how can you be sure that someone else didn’t come in while you were 

out? 

Judy:  I was in the corridor the whole time! 

Des:  But they could have come in through the window, right? 

Judy:  Well, maybe, but that’s not very likely.  The teacher on playground duty would 

have seen if someone was climbing in the window. 

Des:  But he might have been looking the other way!  You DON”T know I took the 

pencil case.  You don’t know what you haven’t seen with your own eyes. 

Judy:  But I know heaps of things I haven’t seen with my own eyes. 

Des:  Like what? 

Judy:  Like that my Mum is at work today, and that there are kids playing softball on 

the sports field – because I can hear them -  and that people landed on the moon 

. . . 

Des:  Are you SURE?  Maybe your Mum decided to take a day off.  Maybe those 

sounds from the sports field are a recording.  Maybe the moon landing was 

FAKED!  You can’t be certain about any of those things you say you know. 

Judy:  Oh, come on Des, I know those explanations are possible, but I just don’t believe 

them.  Why would anyone play a recording of kids playing softball, just to fool 

me?  If I can HEAR them, then I know they are there!  And as for the moon 

landing, to be honest, I don’t care whether I can be certain about that or not. 

Des:  People think they know stuff, but they don’t.  You can’t be certain about 

anything. 

Judy:  But I’m certain that I am here now, arguing with you. 

Des:  How do you know some alien hasn’t kidnapped you and programmed you to 

believe all kind of things that aren’t true . . . 

Judy:   What a load of rubbish you talk sometimes, Des.  There’s the bell ringing.  We’d 

better get ready for maths, or I KNOW we’ll be in trouble. 

 

 

 

A) Questions to guide discussion (use sparingly in response to what your students say) 

1.  Which of the things that Judy says she knows does she really know? Say why. 

2.  Can you know what you haven’t seen for yourself? 

3.  Can you know something that isn’t true? Can you believe something that isn’t true? 

4.  What is the difference between believing something and knowing something? 

5.  Is there a difference between knowing something and being certain about 

something? 



6.  Is there anything YOU are certain of?  What makes you certain?  

7.  Do we need to be certain about everything?   

8.  How much evidence do we need to make decisions? Does it matter what kind of 

decisions they are?  

9.  Is Des talking a “load of rubbish”?  Why or why not? 

 

 

 

B)  Categorise the items below – giving your reasons 

 

      Something I know Something I believe 

 

John Key is Prime Minister of NZ 

There is intelligent life on other planets 

Hone Heke chopped down the flag pole 

Chocolate tastes nice 

Birthdays come once a year 

A bachelor is an unmarried adult male 

Rap is the best kind of music 

My parents love me 

 

What other statements would you like to try out? 

 

In your philosophy journals, finish this sentence: We are justified in saying we know 

something when . . .  

 

 

 

 

C)   Categorize each of the following as certain or uncertain, and then say if your answer 

makes a difference that makes to how you might act 

 

     Certain       Not certain  So what?  

 

Ghosts exist 

Grass is green 

School will finish today at the usual time 

The chair you got up from is still behind you 

34 + 34 = 68 

Japanese people like to eat fish 

Vegetarians don’t eat meat 

Global warming is happening 

 

What other statements would you like to try out? 



 

Q - Is it reasonable to act when you are not certain?  When and why? 

  

How justified are we in believing each of the above?   

(You could give a number 1- 10 for each, where 1 is not justifed at all, and 10 is 

completely justified, and explain why you gave it that number) 

 

Q - Is reasonable to say that we "know" any of these things? 
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