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Human beings spend their lives making decisions – about food, about clothes, about where to go – in fact, about most of the details of our lives.


Our decisions depend on:


data taken in by our senses


experiences and memory we have of the consequences of making the wrong decisions (our brains).


So this is the human equivalent to an electronic sensor and processor. But because we have such a complex ‘processor’ in our brain, what appear to be simple decisions are often much more complex processes.





Human decisions


Look at the examples below:


A1 – if we accidentally touch a hotplate on the cooker we pull our hand away quickly.


B1 – On a cold day we shiver.


C1 – When we walk outside into bright light we partly close our eyelids down.





These simple actions are things we take for granted. But if we look at the actions in more detail:





A2	


When our hand touches a hot surface, the temperature receptors in our skin sense the high temperature. The nerves in our skin, another sensor, feel pain as the cells are being destroyed.


As there is a pain message, our next brain decision tells us to put the hand under running cold water until the pain messages stop.





B2	


The temperature sensors in our skin sense the drop in temperature and pass this message to the temperature control centre in our brain. 


As our body temperature falls, the temperature control centre decides we need muscle movement to transfer energy and cause heating. The muscles relax and contract automatically (shivering). Blood passes through the warmed muscles and transfers heating to the rest of the body. When the body is warm enough again, the temperature control centre in the brain shuts down muscle movement.





C2	


Our eyes sense light that is too bright for them and send a message to the sight centre in the brain that decides on two actions.


   • It starts to close the iris of the eye to accommodate the light (but this is a reaction taking a fraction of a second).


   • It closes the eyelid, but stops it from closing completely – or we wouldn’t be able to see where we are going.


The sight centre in the brain then checks the signal from the optic nerve about the brightness of the light getting into the eye. It compares this with the amount when the eyelid is shut. As the optic nerve’s brightness signal falls, the sight centre opens the eyelid again. All this happens in a second or two.
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Activity


1.  A very simple flow chart for A, B and C in the worksheet would be:


     A.  Feel heat		(	remove hand


     B.  Feel cold		(	shiver


     C.  Light too bright	(	peer through eyelids


     However, A2, B2 and C2 show the sensing/ decisions/ actions are more complex than this. �     Write A2, B2 and C2 in the form of flow charts.





2.  ‘When we pour a drink, we stop before the cup is full’.


     Write an analysis of the sensing and decisions needed for this simple action, in the same way �     as A, B and C are analysed.


     Think about:


     A.  What senses are needed and what decisions come from these senses.


     B.  What output actions come from the decisions.


     C.  How you regulate and stop the rate of pouring.





3.  Look at the complex flow chart for the decisions in making a cup of coffee.


A.  Colour in or circle all the stages where a decision is made


B.  Draw up your own flowchart like this for a personal task, e.g. packing for a holiday, getting � ready to go to school.  





Making a cup of coffee flow chart








