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Water and Sanitation for All:  
Bringing the Issue Home
A Middle School Unit (Grades 6–8)

THe BIG PICTURe
TOTAl TIMe: 45 MINUTeS

Objectives

Students will:

• Become aware of the centrality of water and sanitation in our daily lives.

•  Become familiar with the challenges facing people without ready access to safe water and 
sanitation.

•  Discuss and better understand the work UNICEF is doing to bring water, sanitation, and 
hygiene to children.

Vocabulary

The following words may not be daily occurrences in a student’s vocabulary. Feel free to use this 
list as a resource for students to expand their working vocabulary as they encounter these words 
in this unit.

• Change agent • Conservation • Contaminant • Feces

• Hygiene • Latrine • Sanitation • Sari

Materials Needed/Setup

•  Computer(s) with Internet access, connected to the UNICEF photo essay, Children and Water:  
http://www.unicef.org/photoessays/31695.html.

•  Handout #1, “The Big Picture”

•  Handouts #2A, “Real Lives: Nicaragua,” and #2B, “Real Lives: Angola”

Directions

1.  (10 minutes) Explain to the class that the next three lessons will focus on the state of water 
and sanitation around the world and how it affects everyone, especially children. Ask students 
to volunteer ideas about what a “water and sanitation crisis” might mean. Ask students if 
they know of countries or situations where people don’t have access to clean water or flush 
toilets. How might it affect someone’s life to be without those things?

leSSON 1
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Lesson 1

2.  (15 minutes) Distribute Handout #1, “The Big Picture,” and tell students that they are going to 
read an article written by young people about water and sanitation around the world. While 
reading, they should keep a pen or pencil in their hands and underline anything that they 
don’t understand or that stands out as most important. Read through the article one time out 
loud, clarify needed vocabulary, and then let students read it a second time on their own.

3.  (10 minutes) Tell students that they are going to view a series of photos about this global 
situation. View the Children and Water photo essay with your students and read the 
accompanying captions so that students can focus on the images, then discuss.

4.  (10 minutes) Ask students to write a brief response to the article and the photo essay. How did 
it make them feel? What questions do they have?

5.  Homework: Distribute Handout #2A to half the class and #2B to the other half. Explain to the 
students that these are two cases studies about Maria from Nicaragua and Fatima from Angola.

 Ask student to read their assigned case study and complete the following tasks.

 •	 Before reading locate the country where your case study takes place.

  •	 What do you notice? 

  •	 What’s the geography like? Are there a lot of water sources? What’s the topography like? 

  •	 Is it a heavily populated country? 

 •	 After reading the text write a short summary.

 •	 	List 3 to 5 things you learned from reading this 
case study.

For more information on these stories, 

go to the UNICEF Voices of Youth 

website at www.unicef.org/voy.



www.teachunicef.org 13

Handout #1

The Big Picture: Basic Needs, Basic Rights*

Clean water is a necessity for life. Also, everyone 
needs basic sanitation. These things are essential to 
health and human dignity, and they are your right.

But …

More than a billion people do not have access to 
safe drinking water. More than 2.5 billion people do 
not have a sanitary way of getting rid of urine and 
feces. Up to one-third of disease globally is thought 
to be caused by environmental factors such as 
polluted water and air.

Children are very vulnerable to disease. This is 
because children’s bodies are not fully developed, so they have less resistance to illness. 
Also, in proportion to their weight, young children breathe more air, drink more water, and 
eat more food than adults do, so they take in bigger doses of any contaminants.

Environment, Education, and Poverty

Water and sanitation problems can disrupt your education and stop you from reaching your 
full potential. When you are sick from contaminated water, you cannot go to school or learn 
well. Many children—particularly girls—miss or stop attending school because they have 
to spend so much time and energy collecting water at home or caring for sick relatives, or 
because they have their period and their school does not have clean water or sanitation 
facilities. One in four girls does not complete school compared with one in seven boys.

It is the world’s poorest people who have no sanitation and safe water, so it is the poor who 
are most at risk from water-related diseases. Illness may prevent people from working, 
making families even poorer. It may also disrupt children’s education, so they have fewer 
chances to learn, lower performance, and fewer opportunities for employment. 

Some Good News

But there is good news. Improved sanitation and water sources, combined with information 
about hygiene and how to prevent infection, can dramatically improve the health of 
communities.

Another piece of good news is that although children are at greater risk from water and 
sanitation hazards, they can also be a powerful voice against them!

*Source: UNICEF Voices of Youth http://www.unicef.org/voy/explore/wes/explore_1847.html

LIBERIA: A young boy fetches water from 
a UNICEF-provided water pump
© UNICEF/HQ07-0630/Giacomo Pirozzi
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Handout #2A

Real Lives: Nicaragua, Central America*

The river used to be the only source of water for the 
people of Piedras Grandes, Nicaragua. As a result, 
waterborne illnesses affected many children and 
their families. But now, partly through the efforts 
of 16-year-old María and other young people, the 
village is a much healthier place to live.

In February 2002, the community decided something 
had to be done. They formed a Drinking Water and 
Sanitation Committee, representing 60 villagers 
from 15 households. With UNICEF’s support, the 
committee oversaw the installation of a well and 
set out to improve hygiene by tapping into the 
enthusiasm and inventiveness of young people.

María was one of those who volunteered to be 
a health representative. “I make door-to-door visits every two weeks to see that the 
households are keeping their backyards clean, using their latrines well, burning and burying 
their trash, and eliminating pools of water where mosquitoes might breed,” explains 
María. Her 14-year-old assistant Liset completes the list: “We also check that receptacles 
containing water are covered to avoid contamination and that empty ones are cleaned out.”

This is a partnership between young people and adults; older village residents know 
what services they need, can afford to build, and are able to maintain. But the state water 
company has made child participation the key to its water and sanitation projects—not a 
bad idea in a country in which just over half the population is under 18. And young people 
like María are developing the leadership skills future water managers will need.

The well in Piedras Grandes is already transforming people’s lives. Today, the villagers 
use clean water rather than river water and maintain hygienic conditions in their homes. 
Illnesses caused by unhygienic conditions no longer run through families. The children and 
young people are building a healthier future for themselves and their own children.

*Source: UNICEF Voices of Youth http://www.unicef.org/voy/explore/wes/explore_1879.html

After Hurricane Mitch in 1998, parts of 
Nicaragua had no clean water. With 
no other options, these children wash 
themselves in a muddy pool in the street.
© UNICEF/HQ98-0452/Mia Brandt
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Handout #2B

Real Lives: Angola, Africa*

Growing up in the Angolan village of Mabuia, one hour north of the capital, Luanda, Fatima 
had to spend up to four hours each day collecting water from the river. It was a dangerous 
trek. One year, seven of Fatima’s friends were attacked by crocodiles.

But the girls carried a much bigger danger back with them to the village. The water was 
polluted and spread disease. As a result, when Fatima herself was not sick, she had to 
spend many hours each week caring for sick brothers and sisters, and when she grew older, 
for her own sick children. 

In 2000 the Angolan Government and UNICEF teamed up to lay a pipeline from the river to 
the community at Mabuia. Latrines, washbasins, taps and showers were then built, together 
with a filtering system to ensure every drop of water was drinkable. As a result, diarrhea 
rates dropped almost to zero, child deaths plummeted, and many girls (who no longer had 
to spend hours every day carrying water) entered school for the first time. A community 
water and sanitation committee now maintains the system and teaches hygiene to the rest 
of the community.

A neighbor of Fatima’s, 13-year-old Celina, is one of those who has started going to school 
because of the pipeline. Previously, Celina’s life had been dominated by collecting water. 
She had to walk to the river and back three times a day. Now she can do her chores in a 
fraction of the time. And her younger brothers and sisters are healthy, so she does not have 
to care for them.

Unfortunately, Mabuia remains the exception rather than the rule in Angola. Almost three 
decades of war have left millions of people without clean water or basic sanitation. A 
huge task remains: drilling boreholes across the country, constructing major pipelines, 
establishing a national sanitation education campaign, and providing water to schools.

Fatima may be one of the lucky ones, but the facilities she, her children and Celina 
now have are not a luxury, but a necessity and a right. “A mother must take care of her 
children,” Fatima says, “but we cannot do that when we have only dirty water.”

*Source: UNICEF Voices of Youth http://www.unicef.org/voy/explore/wes/explore_1875.html


