HUMANS VS ROBOTS

LESSON PLAN
LESSON #4

AXIS OF STORYTELLING

LESSON RATIONALE:
The usage of algorithms is expanding. They are currently
being used to determine criminal status, sort applicants in the
job hiring process and create playlists on our favorite
streaming services. But what happens when those algorithms
cause harm to particular communities and individuals? What
happens if they sway elections or find the wrong person
guilty? While algorithms can help streamline and make
processes quicker and more efficient for its users, there are
still errors programmed into them.
This unit is designed to provide students with a quick and
simple methodology to understand, analyze, and evaluate the
costs and benefits of using an algorithm -- instead of a human
-- to tell stories about people in health, employment,
education, and criminal contexts. This lesson focuses on the
third way that algorithms can be unreliable (and possibly
unethical) through the use of Do You Want a Human or
Robot?
Students will engage in role play to learn how to analyze and
evaluate algorithms as a means of storytelling. Political
cartoons convey a world of meaning that can be humorous
and/or profound. Students will use political cartoons to
“translate” their evaluations of different algorithms into
publicly understandable arguments

INTRODUCTION (5 MINS)
Invite students into class. Recap main takeaways from
Lesson 3, on Algorithmic Bias and Discrimination. Instruct
students to turn to a partner and discuss the following
questions:

How do you feel after playing The Algorithmic
Game of Life?
What surprised you?
Explain to students that
algorithms -- when used by
schools, employers, doctors,
or the government -- tell
stories about people that can
change the course of their
lives. Ask them to think about
whether they would rather
have an algorithm -- or a
human teacher, doctor, or
employer -- telling their story.
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GRADE
LEVEL

TIME

High School
Grades 9-12

45-50
minutes (mins)

COMMON CORE STANDARDS
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.3
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RST.9-10.5
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.5

MATERIALS
Paper
Writing utensil
Humans vs Robots Video
Definition Graphic for Messiness
Definition Graphic for Humans vs
Robots
Do You Want a Human to Tell This
Story? Packet (1 per group)
Evaluating Algorithms Worksheet
Algorithm Caption worksheet

Lesson Objective(s):
Analyze the ethics of having an
algorithm, instead of a person, tell a
story about someone.
Explain how they have learned -with Messy Data and Biased Data -- to
make an ethical evaluation of an
algorithm.
Share evaluation of algorithmic
storytelling with an outside audience.

Essential Questions:
What are the consequences of the
stories that people and algorithms
tell about you?
Even when an algorithm is factually
reliable and free from bias, what are
the consequences of having it tell a
story about you?

Key Vocabulary
Algorithm
Messy Data
Algorithmic Reliability
Biased Data
THE INSTITUTE FOR
DIGITAL HUMANITY

HUMANS VS ROBOTS VIDEO (5 MINS)

LESSON PLAN
LESSON #3

Play the Humans vs Robots Video for the students. While watching, have
students write down any questions or surprises from the video.
After the video, display or distribute the Humans vs Robots Definition
graphic.

What surprised you about this video?
What questions do you have about algorithmic storytelling?
What questions do you have about having algorithms,
instead of humans, tell stories about people?

DO YOU WANT A HUMAN TO TELL THIS STORY?
SMALL GROUP ACTIVITY (25 MINS)
Explain to students they are going to practice using Human vs. Robots to analyze whether a human
or an algorithm should be telling a particular story about people.
Tell them they will begin with a small group activity, then present their findings to the entire class.

Introduce the Do You Want a Human to Tell This Story? small group activity. Tell students that roleplaying makes it easier to see -- for themselves -- the consequences of having an algorithm, rather than a
human, tell a story. You only need one packet of Do You Want a Human to Tell This Story? per group.
Explain that this activity will put them in the role of a human decision-maker -- a doctor, government
official, and principal -- and ask them to consider whether or not they would want an algorithm to do their
job.
Put students into three teams: A, B, and C.
Hand out the Do You Want a Human to Tell This Story? worksheet and the Evaluating Algorithms
worksheet.
Give the teams (A, B, and C) 10 minutes to complete their worksheets.
Bring the students back together. Have each team report on whether they would prefer to have a human
or an algorithm tell the story in their given scenarios (following their story, data, and situation).
Use their worksheets to help facilitate discussion.
Team A: Do you want a human or an algorithm telling stories about you as a student? Why?
Team B: Do you want a human or an algorithm telling stories about you as a patient? Why?
Team C: Do you want a human or an algorithm telling stories about you as an airline passenger? Why?

ALGORITHM CAPTION
SMALL GROUP ACTIVITY (25 MINS)
Put the students back in their teams. Hand out the Algorithm Caption worksheet.
Tell each team to look back at their answers on the Do You Want a Human to Tell
This Story and Evaluating Algorithms worksheets. For each -- Messy Data, Biased
Data, and Humans vs. Robots-- they should follow the instructions and translate
their analysis into its specified meme.
Bring the students back together the last five minutes of class. Have each team
report on the best cartoon they generated.
Optional Curation: For face-to-face instruction, take a picture of the
“separated” class and submit it to the IDH for presentation on our social media.
For virtual instruction, have the “messy” students use the Messy Data
Definition Graphic as their zoom background and then submit a screenshot.
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Need help facilitating
classroom discussions
centered on
technology,
algorithms, AI, digital
ethics or more?
The IDH can help!
Reach out with any
questions or concerns!
www.institutefordigital
humanity.org
THE INSTITUTE FOR
DIGITAL HUMANITY

Name(s):
Date:

HUMANS VS ROBOTS
DO YOU WANT A HUMAN OR ALGORITHM TELLING THIS STORY?
TEAM A:
SCHOOL DISTRICT SUPERINTENDENT
You are the superintendent of an urban, inner-city school district. You have been given the
opportunity to implement two algorithms in your school. The first is a “student success”
algorithm, which uses zip codes to decide how well a student will do in class (and what future
classes might be good for them). The second is a “risk identification” algorithm that uses the
students’ social media to decide whether they are a potential threat. (It looks for students who
post “negative” messages or talk about prior school shootings.) Your job depends on students
graduating and not causing trouble.
Use the following questions to fill out the Evaluating Algorithms Worksheet.
Axis of Facts:
How could using zip codes to predict how well a student does in school produce “messy”
(or incorrect) predictions about that particular student?
How could using “negative language” on social media incorrectly identify whether a student
is a risk to themselves or others?
Axis of Bias:
Would particular students be discriminated against by an algorithm that uses their zip code
to predict their academic success?
Are there students who would be discriminated against by using “negative” social media
language to label them a risk?
Axis of Storytelling:
Given your answers to the Axis of Facts and Axis of Bias, would you want a human or an
algorithm telling stories about your students?
Even if the “student success” and “student identification” algorithms were factually correct
and free from bias, would you still prefer a human to tell these stories about students?
Why? What kind of stories can a human educator tell about a person that an education
algorithm can’t?

Based on your answers to these questions, will you be
using this algorithm in your school district?
YES / NO

Humans vs Robots: Lesson 4
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HUMANS VS ROBOTS
DO YOU WANT A HUMAN OR ALGORITHM TELLING THIS STORY?
TEAM B:
ELECTED GOVERNMENT OFFICIAL
You’re a city councilperson presented with a bill that would fund the purchase of facial
recognition technology for screening passengers at your local airport and facial recognition lie
detection technology for questioning them before they board the plane. (The technology asks
passengers if they support the United States.)
Use the following questions to fill out the Evaluating Algorithms Worksheet.
Axis of Facts:
How could using facial recognition to identify dangerous passengers produce “messy” (or
incorrect) results about people?
How could using “facial recognition lie detection technology” incorrectly identify whether a
suspected passenger is a threat?
Axis of Bias:
Would facial recognition discriminate against particular airport passengers?
Would particular citizens be unequally penalized by facial recognition lie detection
technology?
Axis of Storytelling:
Given your answers to the Axis of Facts and Axis of Bias, would you want a human or an
algorithm deciding whether passengers are a potential danger?
Even if the “facial recognition” or “lie detection” algorithms were factually correct and free
from bias, would you still prefer a human to tell these stories about passengers and
citizens? Why? What kind of stories can a human security officer tell about a person that a
security algorithm can’t?

Based on your answers to these questions, will you be
using this algorithm in your school district?
YES / NO

1 Facial recognition technology -- in general -- has been proven to have much larger error rates for non-white people (for dark-skinned women the
error rate can be more than 34%). And different cultures have different “tells” when they lie, while facial recognition lie detection algorithms are
primarily programmed to interpret white faces.
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HUMANS VS ROBOTS
DO YOU WANT A HUMAN OR ALGORITHM TELLING THIS STORY?
TEAM C:
DOCTOR
You are a doctor who has been practicing medicine -- and treating the same patients -- for 30
years. Your hospital system has offered to help you by supplying you with two algorithms: The
first screens patients for “increased care” (based on how much patients of similar racial or
gender backgrounds historically spend on health care). The second algorithm detects skin
cancer but does not include any data about racial differences.
Axis of Facts:
In what ways could assessing how much a patient of a particular gender or race spends on
healthcare produce “messy” or incorrect predictions about how healthy a patient is?
How could not using racial differences -- in evaluating skin cancer and other dermatological
conditions -- create messy or incorrect predictions?
Axis of Bias:
Would particular patients be discriminated against by an algorithm that uses a racial or
gender groups’ past spending on health care to predict how much attention a doctor should
give them?
Are there patients who would be discriminated against by using a database of skin cancer
that only included white patients?
Axis of Storytelling?
Given your answers to the Axis of Facts and Axis of Bias, would you want a human or an
algorithm telling stories about your patients?
Even if the “increased care” and “skin cancer” algorithms were factually correct and free
from bias, would you still prefer a human to tell these stories about patients? Why? What
kind of stories can a human doctor tell about a person that a medical algorithm can’t?

Based on your answers to these questions, will you be
using this algorithm in your school district?
YES / NO
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EVALUATING ALGORITHMS
Worksheet
Which Algorithm Are You Analyzing?

Analyze Your Algorithm In Terms Of:

How often is the algorithm wrong?

Does it use bad data?

MESSY DATA
Does the algorithm use race, class, gender, sexual identity or religion to make predictions about people?

BIAS DATA
Is it ethical -- in this particular context [work, hone, school, etc.] -- to tell a story about a person using
this particular algorithm?

HUMAN VS ROBOT
Humans vs Robots
Lesson 4
The Institute for Digital Humanity

Name:

Date:

ALGORITHM CAPTIONS WORKSHEET
Worksheet
INSTRUCTIONS:
Translate the analysis you wrote up -- on the Evaluating Algorithms worksheet -- into a caption to
simplify your argument for a public audience. Write your text below. Or create your caption-- and
attach it -- via the links below.

Your Facial Recognition Caption

MESSY DATA
Your Job Application Caption

BIAS DATA
Your Doctor Visit Caption

HUMAN VS ROBOT
Humans vs Robots
Lesson 4
Humans vs Robots
The Institute for Digital Humanity
Lesson 4

When you analyze how the subject is
representing the facts, and whether
or not the subject should be telling
the story about those facts.
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