Is ESP (Extra Sensory
Perception) For Real?

(I Knew You Were Going
to Ask That!)

Teach method of
proof by disproof

(i.e., eliminating all
other possible answers
in order to support one
specific answer).

Teach the importance
of considering the
source when evaluating
information.

Many people are
skeptical about
seemingly
unexplainable

powers and types of
This

human

communication.
lesson discusses a
scientific approach to
measuring ESP and
describes some
surprising findings
related to this
phenomenon.
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Gain Attention/Interest:

Many people fantasize at one time or another about
having super-human powers, such as being able to
fly, make things levitate, or read someone’s mind.
But can anyone actually do any of these things?

Most people laugh at this idea, while some others are
true believers. Is there a way we can actually test

whether or not these things occur?

Would you believe that even the average person
could have seemingly super-human powers, such as
the ability to send a message or a thought to a person
in another room? This ability is called ESP, which is
short for Extra Sensory Perception. It means exactly
what it sounds like, being able to perceive something
extra.

We all know that we get information from, and
interact with, the world through the five senses: see,
hear, taste, smell, and touch. However, is this the
only way in which we can acquire information?
What about picking up a message by some other
method? Some scientists tested this possibility and
you might be surprised at what they found! But
tfirst—what do you think about ESP? Is it for real?

&

4

www.circ.cornell.edu

W S

”~ \.\r

Principal Investigator: Wendy M. Williams.

Content: Matthew C. Makel & Wendy M. Williams. Layout & Design: Paul B. Papierno.



Do you believe in ESP? Why or why not?
(Some students may need to be given a more specific question, A_ ] o
such as: Does anyone have ESP? Do many people have ESP?
Can ESP be developed through practice?) h
°

1S

Ask: Whatis Science? . 5
Science:

When many people think about an extraordinary

activity such as ESP or telepathy (sometimes referred

to as mind-reading), they think it is false or a trick. In science, though, an idea is tested
systematically—it’s not just assumed to be either right or wrong, it’s tested and given a
tair chance without jumping to conclusions.

To test whether or not an unexplained activity does in fact occur, we must systematically
eliminate all other possibilities and explanations.

There are many ways in which ESP and related phenomena could be faked. Were the
people communicating with hand movements instead of reading each other’s minds?
Was it arranged ahead of time—were the answers planned and memorized? In order to
convince scientists (and most likely you, too!), all other possibilities must be eliminated.
Whereas some people might be convinced by a few examples of people performing
amazing feats, scientists are satisfied that a phenomenon is real only if no other possible
means of explanation are supported by the facts. This is called the method of proof by
disproof. Scientists support one explanation by showing that the alternatives are
wrong—by disproving them. In the case of ESP, if scientists are able to disprove all
other explanations and ways that people could “cheat”, then the only conclusion
scientists can make is that ESP exists—meaning that some people can sometimes read
another person’s mind.

The lab for this lesson is similar to the procedures scientists have used to test whether or
not ESP exists.



Define the Problem: See Many Sides

There are alot of abilities that may seem super-human or unbelievable. Testing whether
or not each of these exists would require many different kinds of experiments and tests.

It may seem a simple and obvious task, but the first step scientists

must execute is to clearly define the problem. In this particular

case, the problem being studied could be defined as simply as:

Does ESP exist? Once a specific question is chosen, scientists must

figure out what the different possible answers are. Then, they

develop a hypothesis, representing one possible prediction. Two Deﬁne
of the most basic hypotheses are: “ESP exists", or “ESP does not th
exist”. A more complicated hypothesis could be that only certain C

individuals are capable of ESP under special circumstances. PrOblem°
[ ]

As we already discussed, scientists and non-scientists approach

these questions differently. A kid or an adult non-scientist might See
only need an example or two of something that appeared to be ESP
to be convinced. A scientist needs much stronger evidence to Many

sway her/his view. Sides

If you had to make a hypothesis right now, what would you

predict? Are people capable of sending/receiving information to

ecach other using some unexplained method of communication? Have students form a
value line based on their current opinion. One side of the class can represent 100%
confidence that ESP exists, while the other side can represent 100% confidence that ESP
does not exist, with places in between representing varying levels of middle ground. Once
students have chosen their respective places, ask for volunteers to express why they made
their choice the way they did. What are the different sides that can be argued?

Potential arguments:
ESP exists: Anecdote about people they know (Note: students may give examples that
are not actually ESP. An example of this: Accurately predicting the food your best

friend selects at lunch everyday. Thisis not ESP because itis using information

gathered previously via the 5 senses); belief in religious/divine experiences.

ESP doesn’t exist: It’s impossible; those people are fakers trying to become rich or

famous.

In between: Some people can do it but most can’t; people need training/practice; it can
happen in certain situations (e.g., when a loved one has been in an accident), or
between identical twins.



Distinguish Fact From Opinion:
Learn What Constitutes Scientific Evidence

Obviously there are alot of ways to cheat when testing for ESP. However, the question

we are addressing today is NOT whether or not people CAN cheat (staying focused on

the problem at hand is an important part of science). Our question today is whether or

not ESP exists. We want to know whether experiments that carefully screen out cheaters

and that take place under carefully controlled circumstances are, in fact, able to

demonstrate that ESP happens. To answer questions such as these, scientists gather the
facts. The difference between a fact and an opinion is
important.

Which are facts and which are opinions?

*Your cousin tells you that he met his wife after a woman
just like her was described to him by a psychic.

®A scientist talks with one of her co-workers and they

Fact
both think that psychics are greedy people who want to

Versus steal money from trusting individuals. A psychicisa

person who has (or claims to have) super abilities, such

OpiniOn: as ESP.

w hat Neither is science. It may be fact that your cousin met his

wife after a psychic described a woman like her, but this is

Constitutes not scientific evidence about the existence of ESP. Though

they are scientists, the people who think psychics are
EVidence? greedy are.mer.ely expressing their opinions. Just be.ca.use
they are scientists does not change their personal opinions
into fact. Though it may very well be fact
that your cousin met his wife after some-
one resembling her was described by a Not all sources are

psychic, scientists would not consider this evidence that psychic cqual. Some sources

have reasons why they

powers exist. Remember our discussion of proof by disproof. This
would want one

example doesn’t show that psychic powers are the only way the psychic [T R

could have made a seemingly accurate prediction (e.g., the psychic others.
could have made a very general prediction that would have described

<

numerous people such as “medium-height brunette”). It would be incorrect to assume
that the psychic’s prediction was correct because the psychic could predict the future
because there are other possible explanations. Similarly, it would be
incorrect to say that wearing a yellow sweater caused you to do better
on a test. Thisis an example of confusing correlation (two events

happens after event that are associated with each other) with causation (one event caused

Just because event B

LTI ICT YL B N the other to happen). Confusing correlation and causation is quite
QEELSS LEEEROE RN common in everyday life. However, through the method of proof by
disproof, scientists do their best to avoid such mistakes.




What would represent good, solid evidence about ESP?What would represent good,
solid evidence about ESP?

Carefully controlled experiments.

What is a carefully controlled experiment? To learn an example of

a carefully controlled experiment and to understand how scientists An independent
test whether or not ESP exists, let us go through the procedure they scientist does not
use to test it usually have an

investment in how an

X K he der” is b h experiment turns out.
Flrst, a person known as the "sendetr™ 1s brought to a room

Scientists are usually
1 and shown a randomly selected visual picture (a horse, a S ORI SOTERE,

beach, a person running, etc.). The sender is instructed to

concentrate on the picture for 30 minutes.

Another person, known as the “receiver,” is brought into a quiet room (usually
down the hall from the sender’s room) and told to sitin a reclining chair. That
person is then blindfolded and has headphones put on over his/her ears. A light is
2 shone directly toward the face to ensure constant visual display and a constant
noise (e.g., a fan blowing) is played into the headphones. The receiver is told to
provide continuous verbal feedback on what he/she is thinking. Thatis, the
receiver should explain any thought or image that comes into his/her head.

Once the 30 minutes has ended the receiver is presented with four pictures and

3 asked to rate the degree to which each matches what he/she just experienced. If
the receiver gives the highest rating to the correct picture, itis considered a “hit”
or a correct selection.

How often should we expect the receiver to select correctly? (Answer: 1 out of 4 or
25%.) How often would the receiver have to select correctly to convince you that ESP
exists?

The odds of the receiver selecting the correct picture at random is one out of four. With
just a few attempts, the results could vary, but with many attempts, the expected value is
that one out of four participants, 25%, would “select” the correct picture. Because
there is no other method the “sender” and “receiver” could have used to communicate, a
“hit” rate higher than 25% could only be explained by ESP.

For the lab activity, we will replicate, or copy, the methods scientists use to test ESP.



Hypothesis formation

Have students form a hypothesis
that can be tested with this lab.

Lab Activity

Students often want to perform this
activity repeatedly. Multiple trials benefit the analysis as it increases the size
of the sample

Weigh Evidence and Make Decisions

Scientists went through a group of 28 separate studies and
found that the “hit” rate was 35%. This may not seem to be a
lot higher than 25%, butimagine a penny thatis flipped 1,000
times and lands on heads 600 times and tails 400 times. Would

you think that’s a normal coin, or that something \x/ eigh
unexplainable was happening? .
Evidence

Compare class results to those of the scientists. Class results

may vary; this may be due to the relatively small number of and
trials. Discuss with the class potential reasons why class results
may differ from those of scientists. Potential reasons: smaller Make

sample, cheating, ESP communication pathways clogged from

. . . ° °
so many people trying to transmit at the same time, not enough DCCISIOHS.

practice, etc.



Even if the results go against what they initially expected,

scientists do notlet their previous opinions override the facts; they make their
decisions based on the evidence. In this case, scientists would see that the 35% “hit”
rate is well above the expected 25% “hit” rate and decide that something must be going
on.

How about now?

Have students write about their thoughts now that they have
learned what scientists do and have tried the scientific approach
themselves. Were their hypotheses correct? Do they feel the
same as they did during Think & Write 1°?

Move From Science to Society

What does all this mean? Do you no longer have to call people on
the telephone; can you just “think” a message to them? Not
likely, but it does present us with an interesting problem. How
can all this be explained? Can it be explained at all? Though the

evidence is strong that something is occurring, many people
Move remain skeptical simply because itis so unexpected!

FrOI N Consider the way psychics are used by some police departments
y psy y p p
. to help solve difficult crimes and to help locate bodies of murder
victims. Some psychics are paid to help recreate what happened
psy P p pp
in a crime seen or to help track down serious criminals. To many
TO of us this practice may sound crazy!

°
SOClety. But in fact there have been some people who call themselves

psychics who have helped the police solve crimes when no other
method of evidence gathering would have led them to the

answer. This, coupled with the 35% “hit” rate, means that maybe being psychic is not so

far-fetched after all. Maybe there are some people who really are able to use extra-

sensory powers. This does not mean that most of the people claiming to be psychics

truthfully have these talents—it just means that atleast some of these people may

possess real abilities.



Other careers in which people need to know the science behind ESP:

Psychologists study the brain and behaviors. They
attend four-year colleges and earn a post graduate degree.

Knowing science can help magicians perform their tricks.
Though there is no formal education requirement for magicians, it can
take years of practice to master a routine.

Research assistants work in laboratories, colleges,
and universities. They collect information from books and from
questionnaires they give to people. Research assistants attend four-year
colleges and often spend some time in graduate school afterwards.

Statisticians use numbers to calculate the likelihood of
events occurring. They attend four-year colleges and frequently
attend graduate school.

Some psychics are serious individuals employed to help law
enforcement agencies solve crimes. This is a very rare situation—most

psychics are simply trying to separate people from their money!

What “doing science” means is that we begin with an open mind about something—in
this case, ESP. Then, when we move from science to society, we maintain our open mind
to see the many and varied ways science can help improve our lives. If ESP is real, and if
we accept this as fact, we can begin to explore the ways ESP can be used to improve
people’s lives.

Revisit, Review, Reflect, and Re-evaluate

As we have discussed, following scientific methods of testing to
see if ESP exists, researchers found that participants selected the
picture that was “sent” 35% of the time, when chance predicts that
the correct picture should only be selected 25% of the time. Given
all the steps taken to prevent cheating, it’s difficult to give a
plausible explanation for the relationship other than that ESP is

occurring. ReViSit,

[ )
However, the debate over ESP is far from over. Scientists continue ReV IeW,
to revisit the testing procedures, reflect on the results, and review

other potential explanations. Scientists re-evaluate past findings ReﬂeCt,
because it not only is their job to answer new questions, but it is
also their job to go back and check to make sure that previously- al’ld

answered questions have been answered as best as they possibly

could have been. Maybe knowledge that scientists have recently Re-evaluate.
acquired in another area can be applied to ESP research. The job

of a scientistis never finished. There are always new questions

being asked and new ways of looking at old questions.



What's next?

Based on what they know now, have students hypothesize about
which further scientific studies might be done so that scientists
can better understand ESP and how/if it works.

Potential ideas: Do people become better with practice? Are
some people better than others? What if the people know each
other or are related?

. What could scientists do differently to test whether or not ESP exists?

. Imagine scientists find a group of people who can actually perform ESP on a
regular basis; what would this mean for society? For the government? For
businesses? For you?

. We discussed the method of proof by disproof, used by scientists to test things. Can
you think of any situations in which this method should be used, butisn’t?

. What if the scientists found that the people in the experiments had a secret way to
communicate? Now what would you think about ESP?

Homework Questions

Cornell Institute for
Research on Children

January 3, 2005



Quiz Questions

1. In the ESP experiment, there were 4 possible pictures for the “sender” to choose.
If there was no ESP involved and the “receiver” was selecting pictures by chance, we

would expect that the “receiver” would select the correct picture of the time.
a. 15%
b. 25%
C. 35%
d. 50%

2. In the ESP experiment, there were 4 possible pictures for the “sender” to choose.

The “receiver” selected the correct picture of the time.
a. 15%
b. 25%
C. 35%
d. 50%

3. What are the two basic hypotheses of the research discussed in the ESP lesson?

b.

4. You are watching TV and a commercial comes on advertising psychic readings for
$4.95 a minute. The commercial shows a previous customer complimenting the
service and encouraging you to use it because it accurately predicted the kind of
woman he was going to marry. This is an example of:

a. A great opportunity to learn about your future
b. Confusing correlation with causation

c. Applying science in society

d. Scientific evidence



Quiz Questions

1. In the ESP experiment, there were 4 possible pictures for the “sender” to choose
from. Given this, we would expect that the “receiver” would select the correct picture
25% of the time. The study cited found a 35% “hit” rate. Is this a high enough rate to
convince you that something other than chance (for example, ESP) is going on?

Why / why not?

2. You are watching TV and a commercial comes on advertising psychic readings for
$4.95 a minute. The commercial shows a previous customer complimenting the service
and encouraging you to use it because it accurately predicted the kind of woman he was
going to marry. This is an example of (circle all that apply):

. Applying science in society
. A biased source

a
b
c. Confusing correlation with causation
d. A scientific hypothesis

e

. Scientific evidence

3. Imagine thata new poll of scientists comes out that says 75% of scientists believe
that does not ESP exist. Would this influence your thoughts on ESP? Why?



Quiz Questions

(Version C )

1. Do you think that having four choices for the “sender” and “receiver” to choose
affects the findings? Thatis, given the 35% “hit” rate in this study, what would
convince you that something other than chance is occurring in a study with 3 choices?

6 choices?

2. You are watching TV and a commercial comes on advertising psychic readings for
$4.95 a minute. The commercial shows a previous customer complimenting the service
and encouraging you to use it because it accurately predicted the kind of woman he was

going to marry. This is an example of

3. Imagine that a new poll of scientists comes out that says 75% of scientists believe
that ESP exists. Would this influence your thoughts on ESP? Why?



