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On Being Human 

Science 

Journey In… 

Year One 

Lesson Materials 
• Deck of “Needs” and 

“Wants” cards  
• Calculator 
• Water usage chart on white-

board 
• World Map 
• A dozen 20-oz plastic bottles 

with the bottoms cut off and 
the caps in place 

• Sand 
• Gravel 
• Cotton 
• Charcoal (can be found in 

the aquarium section of a pet 
store) 

• Cooking oil 
• Food coloring 
• Glitter 

 

Teacher Reflection and 

Preparation 

 Ahead of time 
 
Water as a resource is very comparable to oil; it is essential to all daily 
human activities. Water is becoming a very valuable commodity, yet 
freshwater resources are unevenly distributed among developing coun-
tries. This scarcity in water has triggered desperation in countries that 
already have little access to water, let alone reliable water supplies. 
This desperation usually cannot be resolved by negotiations. If govern-
ments or rebels want water badly enough, they resort to force to ob-
tain it. Water has very rarely been the main ingredient in internation-
al conflicts, but it is often factored into the problem due to its eco-
nomic importance. (Peter Gledick, Water Conflict Chronology)  
 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human Needs (note the flow from basic phys-
ical needs to complex emotional and intellectual needs and imagine 
the needs as a pyramid on which lower foundations and courses must 
be laid before higher needs can be met.) 

Physiological Needs  

These are biological needs. They consist of needs for oxygen, 
food, water, and a relatively constant body temperature. They are 
the strongest needs because if a person were deprived of all needs, 
the physiological ones would come first in the person's search for 
satisfaction.  

Safety Needs  

When all physiological needs are satisfied and are no longer con-
trolling thoughts and behaviors, the needs for security can be-
come active. Adults have little awareness of their security needs 
except in times of emergency or periods of disorganization in the 
social structure (such as widespread rioting). Children often dis-
play the signs of insecurity and the need to be safe.  

This lesson’s Big Ideas: 
• All human beings share 

the same basic needs and 
many of the same de-
sires. 

• All human beings experi-
ence the same basic emo-
tions. 

• Most of our emotions 
arise from the fulfillment 
(or lack thereof) of wants 
and needs. 

• One human need can 
only be filled by the Sa-
cred—the need to con-
nect with God. 
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Needs of Love, Affection and Belongingness  

When the needs for safety and for physiological well-being are satis-
fied, the next class of needs for love, affection and belongingness can 
emerge. Maslow states that people seek to overcome feelings of lone-
liness and alienation. This involves both giving and receiving love, 
affection and the sense of belonging.  

Needs for Esteem  

When the first three classes of needs are satisfied, the needs for es-
teem can become dominant. These involve needs for both self-
esteem and for the esteem a person gets from others. Humans have a 
need for a stable, firmly based, high level of self-respect, and respect 
from others. When these needs are satisfied, the person feels self-
confident and valuable as a person in the world. When these needs 
are frustrated, the person feels inferior, weak, helpless and worthless.  

Needs for Self-Actualization  

When all of the foregoing needs are satisfied, then and only then are 
the needs for self-actualization activated. Maslow describes self-
actualization as a person's need to be and do that which the person 
was "born to do." "A musician must make music, an artist must 
paint, and a poet must write." These needs make themselves felt in 
signs of restlessness. The person feels on edge, tense, lacking some-
thing, in short, restless. If a person is hungry, unsafe, not loved or 
accepted, or lacking self-esteem, it is very easy to know what the per-
son is restless about. It is not always clear what a person wants when 
there is a need for self-actualization.  

 
 

Gathering and Focusing 

 3 minutes 
 
Play a quick sorting game with the needs and wants cards.  Give each 
child a few cards and have them stand in a circle.  The cards are clear as 
a symbolic representation of our need to “see through” the things we 
bring into our lives and recognize them as actual needs or wants.  Go 
around the circle, have kids read their card(s) and then toss them into 
the “Need” box or the “Want Box”. 
 
 

Tips for a suc-

cessful Lesson 

 

Your Field  

experiences: 

Feedback and 

notes 

 

•    

•   

•   

•   

•  
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Primary Activity One 

Water Wisdom 

 7 minutes  
 
Where does our water come from?  The faucet?  Where was it before that?  The river?  And before that…? 
 
Do you wonder how much water we’ve used today as a group of people?  Let’s do some quick math.  We 
need water for lots of things: washing, drinking, cooking.  Use the chart on the whiteboard to figure how much 
water the class has used collectively.  The chart includes gallons used for bathing, cooking, flushing, brushing teeth and 
drinking.  A calculator will be in the classroom for younger kids; ask older kids to add and even multiply in their heads 
or on paper. 
 
Water is a necessary, helpful thing.  It even makes us feel good or bad feelings.  Tell the class, how do you 
feel when: 
• you swim in cool water on a really hot day? 
• you get in a nice warm bath when you have a cold? 
• you get rained on when you’re outside? 
• you have a glass of cool water after playing really hard? 
 
Do you think that you would be happy if you turned on your faucet and dirty water came out?  If nothing 
came out at all?  How might you feel?  Angry?  Scared?  Confused?   
 
Primary Activity Two 

Water is our first need 

 35 minutes (Note: if time is a concern, pick and choose between stories to save enough time for filter activity.) 
 
Did you know that lots of people in the world are having trouble getting the water that they need?  
Scientists say that we need be careful about using water.  It may even be the biggest reason for fighting and 
the best way to make money in the future, and that’s a big problem. 
 
Here are four stories about places where people haven’t been able to get the water they need.  Let’s find the 
places on the map as we hear each story. 
 
Darfur (Sudan Region): Even though peace agreements have been signed under the transitional 
government, the destruction due to war in Darfur (spanning nearly two decades), has resulted in many, 
many people without homes, living in refugee camps.  Most of the survivors are women and children and 
they need clean water.  There isn’t enough water in the camps, so women have to walk a long, long way to 
find a well that has water to bring back to the tent that their family lives in.  Often, women who are 
walking to get water are far from help and they get attacked and hurt by fighters in the war.  Many children 
aren’t getting enough water to drink and are getting dehydrated. 
 
• What does dehydrated mean?  Has anyone been dehydrated? 
• Who has already heard about the trouble in Darfur? 
• How would you feel if you had to walk three miles for a glass of water?  In the dark?  If there was 

fighting going on? 
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Bangladesh (South Asian Country): In Bangladesh, most people don’t have a faucet or a toilet.  Every year, 
during the rainy season, floods cover the land and the river water mixes with waste from people and animals.  
This spreads germs into the water that the people of Bangladesh drink.  The germs give people sicknesses that 
often are so serious that they die.  Children are especially at risk of getting sick from dirty water.   Parents 
worry all the time about whether their water is safe to drink.   
 
Flint, Michigan: In 2014, as a cost-cutting measure, the city of Flint changed their municipal water supply 
source from Lake Huron water to the Flint River. The switch caused water distribution pipes to corrode and 
leach lead and other contaminants into municipal drinking water. Flint residents were advised not to drink the 
municipal tap water unless it had been filtered through a NSF International approved filter certified to remove 
lead. Although the city reconnected to the original Lake Huron water system that same month, the potential 
damage was already done and a state of emergency was declared by President Obama in 2016.  
 
In addition to physiological health effects from lead exposure, research also indicates behavioral health con-
cerns, including feelings of anxiety, depression, and/or substance abuse. (https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/casper/pdf-html/
flint_water_crisis_pdf.html) 
 
• How would you feel if you had to drink dirty or contaminated water? 
• How would you feel if you were a parent and couldn’t get clean water for your child? 
• How would you feel if you got really sick or sad from drinking water? 
 
Detroit, Michigan:  Also in 2014, the city of Detroit sold their water to a private company without even asking 
the citizens who lived there.  One day, the people in certain Detroit neighborhoods (mostly African American 
families headed by a single mom) turned on their faucet and NOTHING came out.  In the mail, they got a 
letter from the company which said that families now had to buy their water from them and it cost a LOT 
more than the city’s water had before.  Many families couldn’t even afford to have their water turned back on.  
 
At the start of the pandemic, about 2,800 homes were estimated to be without running water. Since the pan-
demic reinforced the need for basic hygiene and sanitary practices, pressure mounted on cities to return water 
to residents. Even after the city announced the restoration of water, some residents had to wait a long time be-
fore regaining water, others were encouraged to flush the water pipes before drinking to reduce their risk of 
lead poisoning, still others were threatened with future shutoffs. (https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/may/20/detroit-water
-shutoffs-covid-coronavirus) 
 
• How would you feel if one day you turned on your faucet and nothing came out? 
• How would you feel if you didn’t have enough money to buy water from a company that made it very, very 

expensive? 
• Is it fair that some people can have all the clean water they need and others have to drink unclean water, or 

walk a long ways for it, or pay too much money for it all the time?   
• Is there a way that the world can become more fair in meeting people’s needs and helping people have 

what they want? 
 

Taking matters into our own hands:   
 
What can we do to help solve this problem?   
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5 1. We can stop buying bottled water.  Where we live, tap water is safe and healthy.  Spending money on 
bottled water encourages cities to sell public water to companies that make people pay more. 

2. Write letters to people who make decisions about water: public leaders, companies, friends and family.  
Teach them what you know. 

3. Donate money to the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee.  They work hard to help people protect 
their right to water and to give them tools to make water safe to drink. 

 
Hands-on Activity:  
If people have the right tools, they can make water safe to drink.  One of the first steps to making water clean 
enough to drink is filtering it.  We can make our own filter today.  First, make some water “dirty”.  Put oil, food 
coloring and glitter in it.  Then, follow the instructions to make a filter for dirty water.   
 
Instructions for a simple water filter. 

1. Put the top half of the plastic bottle upside-down (like a funnel) inside the bottom half. The top half will 
be where you build your filter; the bottom half will hold the filtered water.  

2. Layer the filter materials inside the top half of the bottle. Think about what each material might remove 
from the dirty water and in what order you should layer the materials. For an added challenge, use only 
two of materials to build your filter.  

3. Pour the dirty water through the filter. What does the filtered water look like?  

4. Take the filter apart and look at the different layers. Can you tell what each material removed from the 
water?  

5. Wipe the bottle clean and try again. Try putting materials in different layers or using different amounts 
of materials.  

Sometimes, water is polluted in ways we can’t see.  In that case, we need iodine tablets or ultraviolet light to 
purify it.  Sharing our money with groups like the UUSC helps to buy filter materials and other things that 
make water safe to drink. 
 
Closing and Leave-taking 

 5 minutes 
 
Gather the children in a circle or cluster.  Holding hands is a warm gesture of connection; do so if the children 
feel so inclined.  Allow for a moment of silence.   
 

Ask the children to think of themselves and then their own family and then all the people of the world as you 
speak this blessing adapted from the Metta Sutra: 

 
 May all beings be happy, content and fulfilled 
 May all beings have whatever they want and need 
 May all beings enjoy inner peace and ease 
 May there be peace in their world and throughout the entire universe. 
 
 May it be so and amen. 
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