
Key 
This activity deals with rules of knowledge for computers.  A rule of 
knowledge is different from an instruction.  An instruction tells a 
computer what to do, while a rule of knowledge tells the computer 
how to do it. 
 
In the case of facial recognition, an instruction might be “evalu-
ate this facial expression”.  To follow this instruction, the comput-
er would need to apply rules of knowledge.  For example “smiling 
means someone is happy” is a rule of knowledge.  An even better 
rule would tell the computer how to recognize a smile—for example, 
“upturned corners of the mouth means someone is happy.” 
 
In this activity, learners think deeply about the challenges of creat-
ing rules of knowledge for computers in the context of facial rec-
ognition.  Specifically, learners consider if reading emotions and 
evaluating age are particularly human forms of intelligence.  How 
difficult are reading emotions or evaluating age for a computer? 

Activity Parts 
A is necessary, B is optional

Part A 
Learners try to guess the age or emotion of a number of people in photographs.  Then, they 
discuss whether it would be possible to create rules of knowledge so that a computer could 
do the same thing.  Learners take an online quiz about recognizing facial expressions.  This 
quiz provides its own rules about recognizing emotions, and learners discuss whether they 
think these rules would always be true.

OPTIONAL: Part B 
Learners take pictures of one another and discuss whether it’s possible to “fake” an emo-
tion through facial expressions.  If so, what rules of knowledge would allow a computer to 
tell the difference between real and fake emotions?
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How Are You Feeling? 
[facial recognition as a form of artificial intelligence]



PArT A

Big Idea for Kids 
Some tasks that are easy for humans are hard for machines because some 
human intelligence is difficult to convert into rules of knowledge.  Today, 
we’re going to consider a specific kind of intelligence—the ability to “read” 
emotions—and explore how hard it would be for a machine to do that. 

Getting ready
Time Estimate 
45 Minutes

Materials 
Face pages (see next pages in this guide) 
Dot stickers (if not available, use pens or pencils) 
Pens/pencils 
Computers 
2 poster boards (3 if you don’t have a whiteboard)

Preparation 
Print the face pages and hang them around the room.  Keep the “age” pages together and the 
“emotion” pages together.
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Activity Instructions
1 Ask learners to discuss the Open the 

Window prompts.

2 Now, learners should vote on the 
ages of each face on the age pages 
hung around the room.  They can 
use dot stickers to vote, or use a pen 
or pencil and make a check mark in 
the appropriate box.  Ask them to 
do this individually, without con-
sulting their friends; they should try 
not to let what others think influ-
ence their choices.

3 Find a couple of age pages where 
learners particularly disagreed (for 
example, if the votes were even-
ly split between two categories or 
where there were votes in every cat-
egory).  Ask a couple of learners to 
share why they voted the way they 
did.  Encourage them to be as spe-
cific as possible, as if they were giving rules of knowledge to a computer.  It’s okay 
if some learners struggle with this task—they’re supposed to!  Once a number of 
learners have shared some ideas, pause the discussion. 

4 Give learners a couple of minutes (not more than 5) to jot down any new ideas 
they have about their initial journal entries.

5 Have learners vote again—this time on the emotion pages.  If learners don’t like 
any of the choices provided, they can write their own emotion in the “other” box.

6 Again, choose a few emotion pages where learners particularly disagreed, and ask 
a couple of learners to share why they voted the way they did, being as specific as 
possible.  
 
As students struggle to explain their reasoning, intervene and say something 
like: “So, all of you voted pretty quickly—but we still have a hard time explain-
ing our reasons.  Does that mean that reading emotions or determining age would 
be a hard thing for machines to do?  Does it mean that reading emotions and 

Is “reading emotions” a 
particularly human form of 
intelligence?

How hard would it be 
for a machine to read 
emotions?

How do you know how 
people feel or how old 
they are based their faces?

Open the

Window



determining age are particularly human forms of intelligence?” 
 
The idea isn’t to come to a single answer, but to help learners grasp the limits of creat-
ing artificial intelligence (AI) with rules of knowledge.  Once you feel the discussion has 
reached a good stopping point, move on to #7.  

7 Lay out two blank poster boards.  On the first, have each learner write one thing—their 
“best rule”—for an artificial brain to identify an emotion or emotions.  On the other, they 
should do the same thing for identifying age.

8 Each learner should write a response to one comment on each of the two poster boards.

9 Put the poster boards where everyone can see them. Have each learner provide one 
observation about what is written on the 
posters. This could be something like, 
“a lot of people disagreed about how to 
identify sadness” or “a lot of people were 
confused about how to identify age.”  It 
should not be an opinion.

10 Have learners complete this online ac-
tivity: http://greatergood.berkeley.
edu/ei_quiz/

11 Have a discussion about whether learn-
ers agreed with the rules in the quiz.  
Were they specific enough for program-
ming a machine?  Why or why not?  Did 
the quiz make them think that program-
ming a machine to recognize emotions 
might be easier than they thought, or did 
their views stay the same? 

12 Present the View From My Window 
questions and have learners discuss. 

 

In the online quiz, did you 
notice any expressions that 
looked fake—that is, did it 
look like any of the pictures 
were of people making 
the facial expression but 
not really feeling it?  If so, 
why (specifically) do you 
think so?  How would a 
machine be able to tell the 
difference?

View from my

Window
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NOTE: This part of the activity is optional 

Big Idea for Kids 
We’ve discussed how we might tell a robot how to recognize facial 
expressions.  But what about if someone “fakes” a facial expression?  
Would—or should—robots be able to tell the difference?  That’s 
what we’ll explore today—by looking at photos of you!

Getting ready
Time Estimate 
1 hr

 Materials 
Cameras 
Printers to print photos  
Whiteboard or poster board

Preparation 
Charge any camera batteries, if necessary.  Find a space with decent light where you will be 
able to take photos of learners.
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Activity Instructions
1 [Learners have just discussed the Open the Window question, so it doesn’t need to be re-

peated].  Tell learners that you are going to take 8 photos of each of their faces.  You want 
them to try to portray happiness, sadness, anger, and surprise.  For each emotion, you’ll 
take two pictures—one of the learner trying to “feel” the emotion and portraying it hon-
estly, and the other of the learner “faking it.”

2  Take photos of all learners and print them.  Do not show the pictures to learners yet.

3 As a class, discuss and create a list of specific rules (on a whiteboard or poster board) 
that would tell a machine about how to distinguish between “real” emotions and “fake” 
emotions.

4  Split learners into four groups, one for each emotion.  If you don’t have enough learners 
to do this, you can split the group in half and assign each half two emotions or have one 
full group work with all four emotions.  

5 Give each group all of the photos you took of their assigned emotion, real and fake.  Do 
not label or otherwise tell learners which pictures are real.

6 Using only the rules agreed on in #3, learners  each group should  determine which ex-
pressions are real and which are fake.  If groups discover they need a new rule to do so, 
they should write it down.  Groups must do their best to create rules for each decision 
they make!

7 When all groups are finished, each should present to the class and explain how and why 
they sorted photos, describing any new rules they created.  If a learner recognizes that his 
or her photo was mis-sorted, he or she should speak up and the full group should try to 
come up with rules in order to re-sort the picture.

8 After all groups have presented, have a “debriefing” discussion.  Would it be difficult to 
tell a robot how to distinguish real and fake emotions?  Did anyone’s “real” expression 
look like anyone else’s “fake” expression?  After completing all three parts of the activity, 
what do learners think about the limits of AI?  Would it be possible to give a computer 
“rules” to do everything humans do?  If not, can they think of other ways robots could 
“learn” or “know” how to do things?

9 Have learners briefly discuss the View From My Window question.

10 Provide learners with the extended learning question to explore at home, if desired.



Extended Learning 
Have a conversation with a parent or other 
adult about what we discussed in this set 
of activities.  What do they think are the 
limits of AI?  Do they think robots could 
ever identify emotions? 
 
If you watch any tv shows or movies, look 
at the actors and actresses.  Do they look 
like they’re faking the emotions of their 
character, or really feeling them?  Do you 
think that’s related to what makes a good 
actor or actress?  How would a robot tell if 
someone was acting, and would we want it 
to be able to?
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Based on what you thought 
about in this set of activities, 
do you think robots or 
machines will ever have all 
the capabilities of humans?  
Should they?  Why or why 
not?

View from my

Window
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