Lesson plan
Secondary

Women and
water

Introduction
In the developing world, women and children play a vital role in the collection of water for their
families. Some people spend hours and hours collecting water from a long distance.
This prevents them from being able to work and go to school, making it difficult to find a way out of
poverty. This set of lesson plans and resources shows the difference that access to clean water
and sanitation makes to the lives of women and children and how providing water and sanitation
are vital first steps out of poverty.

Curriculum links
This set of lesson plans is particularly useful for Citizenship and Geography key stage 3 and 4
lessons and GCSE Sociology.

Aims
•
•
•
•
•

To understand how access to clean water and sanitation empowers women in many
communities.
To examine the role of women and children in the collection of water.
To consider what life might be like without easy access to clean water and sanitation.
To debate how best to use resources.
To plan local action to raise awareness of these issues in the developing world.

Keywords
Sanitation
Slum
Empower

Resources
Film: Imagine
Resource 1: Images
Resource 2: Personal stories
Resource 3: In-depth case study of the Kamla Nehru Nagar, India urban slum
Film: Imagine
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cf09XUNh_H4
Film: We are WaterAid
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eudZdeUn5rA
Resource 4: Investigation sheets
Resource 5: Grid sheet
Films: Women agents of change and Impact on women
WaterAid’s guide to influencing your MP
http://www.wateraid.org/uk/get-involved/campaigns/campaign-resources

Notes for teachers
This set of lesson plans introduces students to the impact clean water, sanitation and health
education has on women and children. The lessons act as a stimulus for debate and discussion
around many development issues and can be used as they are or adapted to explore the subject
in more depth.
The teacher can choose whether to cover all aspects of the plans or just a few. Some of the
activities might be particularly suitable for homework or extension work. All the resources can be
found at the end of the lesson plans.
There are suggested questions to ask students. These can be used for written work or class
discussion. They are a guide for using the resources and stimulus material and can be adapted to
suit specific learning groups.
Lesson plans
Key
question
How would
a lack of
clean water
and
sanitation
affect our
lives?
How does it
affect other
people’s
lives?

Activity

Resources

•

Ask students to imagine what it might be like to live
without clean water and access to toilets.
Brainstorm how their lives might be affected?

•

Ask students how they think education, health and
the ability to work might be affected?

•

Explain that in many parts of the developing world,
people are forced to live without access to clean
water and sanitation due to extreme poverty. They
do not have taps or places to collect safe, clean
water from and so have to travel long distances to
find water, even if it is not clean. There is also a
lack of adequate toilet facilities, meaning that
people have to go to the toilet out in the open. This
leads to many serious consequences. You may
want to ask the students what they think the
consequences might be.

•

View the film ‘Imagine’.

•

Split the class into small groups and give each
group a set of images (resource 1). They should
look at the images and read the personal stories
(resource 2) to consider and what life might be like
for those featured. They should find out:
o Who is responsible for the collection of
water?
o What is everyday life like?
o How jobs and work are affected?
o The impact on education and going to
school?

Film : Imagine
http://www.youtube.c
om/watch?v=Cf09XU
Nh_H4
Resource 1: Images
Resource 2:
Personal stories

o The effects on health
o What children do in their free time and
where they go?
o Why people move away from the villages
featured?
•

How is the life of those featured in the images
different to students own lives and how close were
their ideas about life without sanitation and water
to their thoughts in the brainstorm?

What
• Using their thoughts, ideas and what they have
changes
found out from the images and stories, the
could be
students should write two diary entries for a child
made in the
(male or female) and a woman featured in the
slum to
images. They should specify which images they
improve
have used.
women and
children’s
Debate preparation
lives?
• Using the in-depth case study of the Kamla Nehru
Nagar urban slum in India (Resource 3), students
should work in pairs to write a magazine feature or
record a radio programme about women and
children’s lives in the slum. They should imagine
that they are a reporter who has visited the area
and describe what they have seen, how they felt,
the smells and the general living conditions and
environment. They can think about how water and
sanitation is a problem for the people there and
how their lives could change if they had access to
these essential things.
•

They could include interviews and photos to make
their features powerful and interesting.

• Now tell the students that they are being asked to
work with the community in the slum to make
recommendations for changes to improve the
living conditions.
• What recommendations would they make for
changes and how can they demonstrate that these
changes are needed? A list of recommendations
should be compiled and these must be backed up
with evidence and stories to show how necessary
they are.
•

Split the class into small groups. Each group
should represent one of the recommendations and
has to come up with arguments for why their
recommendation should be taken forward. They
will need to select a speaker from the group to
represent their arguments. Or they can try a

Resource 3: In
depth case study of
the Kamla Nehru
Nagar urban slum

‘balloon debate’, as suggested below.
What is a balloon debate?
Explain to the students that they should imagine that they
are in a hot air balloon. Height is being lost and some
weight needs to be removed to keep going in order to
reach its destination. The sandbags have been got rid of
and the only things weighing the balloon down are the
passengers! Who will go first and who will remain? It all
depends on the strength of the arguments being put
forward. In a balloon debate, the speakers are the ones
who may be affected by a decision. They have to make
their case appealing to the wider audience to support
them and therefore keep them in the debate and in the
balloon.
Roles
Six speakers, standing in a line facing the audience
Holding the debate
•

Each speaker should be given no more than two
minutes to make their case.
At the end of the speeches, the audience should
vote by standing behind the person they feel has
made the best arguments.
The two speakers with the least votes are
eliminated.
The remaining speakers speak for a further two
minutes, with fresh reasons and evidence in
support of their case.
A further round of voting takes place.
The two speakers who are left go head to head
and a further round of voting takes place.

Audience members can feedback about what made the
winners arguments so compelling.

How can
WaterAid
help
change
women and
children’s
lives?

•

•

Split the class into small groups and ask them to
come up with an idea for a short advert
encouraging people to donate to WaterAid in order
to improve the lives of women and children. Their
advert will need to explain the need and what
WaterAid can do to address this. They should think
about the kind of stories they want to focus on and
the key message of their advert. If time allows,
students can make their advertisement or act it out
in front of the rest of the class.

How can
clean water
and
sanitation
change the
lives of
women and
children?

•

InvestigationWhy did Sheela have to go to Sri
Lanka?
Give each student a copy of the investigation
sheets (this could be done in pairs or groups) and
ask them to cut out each of the cards. They should
read through each one and decide which column
to place it in on the ‘Why did Sheela have to go to
Sri Lanka?’ grid sheet. Photocopy the sheet on A3.

•

View the ‘We are WaterAid’ film. Discuss with
students how WaterAid is working to help being
clean water and sanitation to communities.

•

Once the students have sorted their cards under
the headings, they should try and work out what
Sheela’s job is, why she went to Sri Lanka and
how the two are connected. Once they have
completed this, ask the students what they think
we can learn about the role of women in Sri Lanka
and India. How have they drawn their conclusions?

•

Visit WaterAid’s website about the impact of a lack
of clean water and sanitation on women and girls.

Film: We are WaterAid
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=eudZdeUn5rA

Resource 4:
Investigation sheets
Resource 5: grid sheet

http://www.wateraid.org/uk/what%20we%20do/the%20cri
sis/women
•

Thinking back to what they have found out about
life without water and sanitation and Sheela’s
story, ask students to come up with ways in which
women and children’s lives could change if they
have access to these essential things. Watch the
‘women agents of change’ film to see how women
are able to create change once they have clean
water and adequate sanitation. They should make
one list for children and one for women. Focus on:
o How everyday routines might change
o How their position in the community could
be affected

Film: Women agents of
change
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=wnWRg-i8p8I

o
o
o
o

How to
influence
those in
power

Jobs and work
Education and going to school
Health and hygiene
What children do in their free time and
where they go

•

Split the class into small groups and give each
group one case study. They should read through
the case study carefully and find out how life has
changed for those featured.

•

Each group should present their findings to the rest
of the class. As a class discuss the findings.
•

Use ‘WaterAid’s guide to influencing your MP’
with the class to plan how to best get in touch
with local MP’s.

•

Using examples from the case studies and
what was learnt through the presentations,
students should come up with at least three
arguments in favour of water and sanitation for
all. They should draft letters / postcards /
presentations to their local MP’s urging them to
support the cause for clean water and
sanitation or come up with an imaginative way
of grabbing the attention of their local MP.

WaterAid’s guide to
influencing your MP
http://www.wateraid.org/u
k/getinvolved/campaigns/cam
paign-resources
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Resource 2: Personal story - Athea
Athea, 45, Aurigo village, Bolgatanga District, Upper
East region, Ghana. She says
“I live in the village here with my husband. We have three
children. The first born, a boy aged 22, lives with us. The
second born is a 19 year old boy and the third born is a 17year-old boy. All the children were maize and groundnut
farmers, but now both the second and third born have moved
to the capital Accra to find work as labourers. Sometimes
they come back here for some time. Every year we have a
festival that they come home for. I hope they will settle here.
If they do come back they will live in this village as it is home.
The second born is married already but I hope they will all
get married. If girls love them they will settle here whether
there is water or not.
I come here four or five times a day to collect water. It is very
heavy. I fetch water for an old lady as well as myself as she
lives alone and has nobody to look after her. I use the water
for preparing food and bathing. I store it in a rubber container
with a lid at home. We have no latrines in the village so we
have to go outside. We have to find some long grasses or trees to hide behind. If I need the toilet
at night I have to light a lantern and find somewhere. People go to the toilet in all different places.
We are worried about our health, but there is nothing we can do, we don’t know how to build
toilets. If we had clean water and toilets you could get water easily, go to the toilet and wash your
hands when you wanted. I would have more time to cut firewood, which I could sell to the people
who cook food to sell.”

Resource 2: Personal story – Mariam Hassan
Mariam Hassan from Ndalata - Kiteto, Tanzania is the
secretary of the women'
s group. She married at 15-yearsold. She has four children, all girls, aged nine, seven, four
and two. Her family depends on farming to survive. At
harvest time they attempt to sell maize for profit. Mariam
also has a kiosk in the village selling tea, but she had to
stop this because of the lack of water.
She said that it was really very hard to carry water on your
head. You see people doing this but they have to stop and
rest. If you do carry water like this it makes you so tired that
you cannot even cook for your family when you get back
home. You feel the pain for many days.
Her family mainly suffers from blood diarrhoea and one of
her children has bad eye problems. There is usually an
outbreak of diarrhoea in August and then again from
December to February when the first rains come. Mariam
knows that they get diarrhoea because they collect water
from any place they can find. During the dry season they
share their water with cattle and wild animals.
‘There is no alternative. '
We have to drink it. We know that it is not OK but there is no choice.'
In the photo, 10-year-old Alluda Joan drinks from Mariam'
s dirty water supply.

Resource 2: Personal story – Shanti Devi
Shanti Devi from Gopalpur Mushari,
India
As this hand pump is near the canal that is
rain-fed, the water provided by the hand
pump is of poor quality. Because it is so
near to this unprotected water source, it
can be contaminated easily.
Shanti says:
"My older daughter helps with collecting
water. Men never come to help collect
water as it is a woman’s responsibility to
provide water and prepare the food. I only
go to the toilet in the early morning or late in the evening, as I have to use the fields. If I need to go
during the day, I go further away, into a low area so no one can see me. In the summer, you risk
being bitten by snakes and reptiles when you go to the toilet in the fields."

Resource 3: In-depth case study Kamla Nehru Nagar slum, India
The slum
Officially there are 1,200 households in
the slum, but it’s likely to be more like
1,600. Households are defined by how
many stoves there are in the living
quarters. There are a few hand pumps in
the vicinity of the slum, but only two pump
up safe water. The other pumps in the
slum are mainly used for washing, whilst
people try to use the safe water pumps for
drinking. People can taste the difference
in the water, and WaterAid were told that
if water is drawn from less than 300 feet
underground it smells and tastes different
from if it is drawn from more than 300 feet underground. People dispose of the unusable rubbish
they have collected as rag pickers, near where the water runs off from the hand pump.
The occupations of the people who live in the slum range from housemaids, shop/street vendors,
rickshaw pullers, drivers through to sanitation workers. Some women in the community make
blankets, which take about three days to make and can earn them between 60 and 70 rupees.
The slum is situated on the side of a drain, and it is on this part of the area where a toilet block has
been built. Children are scared of using the sanitation block, as a child once fell into the ditch area,
where there is over flow of urine and faeces.
Women’s group
The women in this community have formed a self-help group
(the water and sanitation committee) and know about using
the safe water for drinking, but others in the area don’t all have
direct access to safe water. Before, the women had to go to
the main road to collect water, which was about 2km away,
and they would collect the water and carry it back home on
their heads. To wash their clothes, they would walk to the
river. Now though, they don’t have far to walk for the water.
The water and sanitation committee has been active for the
past year educating others about using safe water and about
good hygeine. Within the area there is a lot of rubbish as rag
pickers (who live in the slum) bring their collected rubbish
back to the slum to sort and leave the discarded leftovers
outside their home. There is no formal waste disposal system
within the slum area. Affluent neighbours of the slum throw
their rubbish into the area too – they see it as a dumping
ground for their rubbish. When water pipes leak, the water
source becomes contaminated.

Resource 3: In-depth case study Kamla Nehru Nagar slum, India continued.
Sanitation in the area
There are two sanitation blocks, one with four community toilets and the other with 15 toilets. They
are badly maintained, especially the one with four toilets. They were installed by the government,
which is responsible for the toilet’s maintenance. Both blocks are in desperate need of repair and
renovation. The toilets are not connected to a
water supply and they do not have an outlet for
the waste, so drainage is a big issue here.
People don’t have an option or an alternative to
using these sanitation blocks.
When women are menstruating, there is
nowhere for them to dispose of their towels
hygienically, and they end up being thrown in the
open around their living areas. The place used
for dumping waste, in front of a toilet block used
to be a place where vegetables, such as
cauliflower, cucumbers and onions grew.
Guriya Khatoon, 30, is part of the Women’s Self Help Group in the
community. She is married and has lived in the slum for the last 25
years. Before this she lived in Calcutta. Guriya works as a housemaid
and has four sons and one daughter.
All her children expect the
oldest and youngest go to
school.
She says:
"Every month, two or three
children in our community fall
ill. With the new water source,
we don’t have to be so careful
about saving the water. Now
we have clean water, there
are less sore throats and coughs. In the winter, the water is warm
and because the source is close by, it saves us time, and we are able to work more, and earn
more money.
In the rainy season, we walk through mud and filth to collect water.
There is no other option other than using the government toilet block. Children use the blocks if
they are old enough and the younger ones go to the toilet at home on the ground. There are three
main problems here. Water, sanitation and drainage, and rubbish disposal. People tend to clean
their home here and move their dirt and rubbish into other people’s living areas. There is a lack of
awareness that moving the rubbish from your home into someone else’s isn’t going to take the dirt
away. We are the ones who can change this and improve this. Because of this filth, we are prone
to diseases and ill health. If we all changed this, it would mean a change to the lives of our
children, who won’t fall ill and can attend school.”

Resource 3: In-depth case study Kamla Nehru Nagar slum, India continued.
Guriya’s day starts at about 5am, when she goes to use the toilet, and then fetches water twice,
using two buckets each time. She then does the household chores, cleans the utensils, the house,
and her children and then washes herself.
At 6am, Guriya leaves to go to work as a housemaid. It takes her half an hour to walk to work. At
8am she returns home from work. She cooks and attends to her children until 11am and then goes
back to her housemaid job. Guriya also makes blankets when she is at home, as a source of extra
income. Guriya is the Secretary of the Water and Sanitation Committee. There is more active
participation from women than men. This could possibly be because water and sanitation are
deemed to be part of a woman’s role.
Shano Devi, 26, is heavily pregnant. Her family have
lived here for three generations. Shano has four
children, one of whom is her 12-year-old daughter,
Anjali Kumari . All of Shano’s children attend the
government school.
Anjali says, “I’m in Class five at school and my favourite
subject is English. I help my mother by washing the
utensils and clothes and by preparing the food. I help
more as my mother is pregnant.”
Shano says:
“I sell clothes for a living and my husband has travelled to another state to find work, as a
seasonal worker. He can be gone for 10-12 days at a time. I collect water from the nearby hand
pump. It was installed about five or six years ago. All my chores involve using water, so I have to
collect it everyday. Anjali helps to collect water and my other daughter, Rajli, helps to look after her
siblings. The old water source I used to go to had a better taste than this one, but it was always
very crowded. The distance I travel to collect water now has shortened, so it is easier. My only
concern is if it breaks. The last time it broke, we had to wait nearly three months before it was
working again. Each household in the area contributes 50 rupees to help fix it, and for those who
cannot afford it, they have to give what they can. When this pump is broken, we get water from
near the main road. Before we would also ask people in the nearby office to give us water, but as
it became crowded, they closed the tap.”
“The nearest toilet for us is the community block of four toilets.
Everyone goes there. If a young child needs to do a poo, then they
will go anywhere and we throw it in the ditch. When I feel the
pressure of needing to go to the toilet, I have no option but to use
these toilets. I can’t leave the children to go to the other toilet across
the road. I saw an incident of a child falling into the ditch of human
waste, and someone put their hand in, trying to find the child and
then pulled the girl out. This worries me as my children play around
there. If the toilets were constructed so there were no open ditches,
then I would feel more relaxed about it. There should also be a
concrete pavement by the toilet block. In the rainy season, the dirt
can come up to your knees. If we had a pavement it would be like
heaven, but having no pavement is like hell for us. It’s harder when
you are pregnant. When you suffer from morning sickness, you
already feel like vomiting, looking at the latrines makes you feel even
worse. Malaria is a big problem here as there are lots of mosquitoes. If my child is ill, they do not
go to school. I studied until class four, but have forgotten everything.”

Resource 4: Investigation sheet

Sheela lives in Mahoba.

Sheela’s community
rely on her to clean
the hand pump’s
pipes and cylinders
and to make repairs.

WaterAid invited
Sheela to visit poor
communities in Sri
Lanka.

Before, people
would get skin
diseases and eye
infections because
they didn’t have
enough water to
wash with.

Sheela is a hand pump
mechanic in a village in
Mahoba.

Sheela taking apart
the pump

Since the hand-pump
was built, fewer people
get diseases from dirty
water.

Sheela and her
children had to walk
5km a day to collect
water before the well
was built.

Today, most people
in Mahoba use a
hand-pump to
collect clean water
from wells.

Sheela was asked to
The women’s group
help WaterAid
asked WaterAid to
convince some of Sri
help build a well and
Lanka’s poorest
train people in handwomen to train as
pump mechanics.
hand-pump mechanics.

Sheela’s students

The play will be
performed to people
in Sri Lanka who
don’t have access
to clean water.

Sheela learns her
lines every evening.
She wants everyone
to see how much
women, like her, can
achieve.

The play is about a
hand-pump
mechanic like
Sheela. It tells how
building a well can
make life much
easier for women.

Mahoba is in Utttar
Pradesh state in
northern India.

Before the hand-pump,
few children went to
school. Some spent 5
hours a day collecting
water.

Since the handpump was built,
women can spend
their time earning
money instead of
collecting water.

Sheela now earns
money to send her
children to school.
She sees education
as the way out of
poverty.

Sheela wants to
show women in Sri
Lanka that they can
be hand-pump
mechanics just like
men.

In the past, people in
Mahoba collected
water from lakes. This
was often dirty.

Sheela trains other
women in Mahoba to
become hand-pump
mechanics.

Women and
children are
healthier now that
they don’t have to
carry heavy water
buckets for miles.

More women can
afford to pay for
their children to go
to school since the
well was built.

Sheela left school to
help at home, when
she was nine-yearsold. Her brothers
continued until they
were 16-years-old.

Years ago, Sheela
and her friends set
up a women’s group
to try to make life
better for their
community.

Carrying heavy
loads of water can
damage your body,
especially your
head, back and
spine.

Women and children
collecting water

Resource 5: Grid sheet

Information about
Sheela

Information about life in Information about life in Information about Sri
Mahoba before the well Mahoba after the well
Lanka

Other information
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