
SESSION AT A GLANCE  
 
1. Setting the Stage (10 minutes) -- 
Greetings, outline of class activities and 
establishing your community of inquiry. 
2. ExplorationτDiscussionτWhat is Life? 
(10 minutes)  
3. ExplorationτActivity Creating A Get a 
Life Necklace (10 minutes) ς Students 
create necklaces with pipettes and 
organisms.   
4. ExplorationτActivity Creating A Life 
Symbol (5 minutes) ς Students create 
symbol for their Great Story Necklaces.   
5.  Time Travel Gathering (5 minutes) ς
Students gather and light the chalice using 
the affirmations provided.  

SESSION 13:  WHAT IS LIFE?  
 

 

WORDS FOR TEACHER REFLECTION 
 
άL ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ǎƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ ōƛƻƎŜƴŜǎƛǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΦέ 
Paul Davies, The Fifth Miracle, 1999 
 
ά[ƛŦŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ƛǘǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ŎƘŜƳƛǎǘǊȅΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ŎƘŜƳƛǎǘǊȅ can be explained by its 
underlying physics.  But the life that emerges from the underlying chemistry of bimolecules is 
something more than the collection of molecules.  As we will see, once these molecules came to 
reside inside cells, they began to interact with one another to generate new 
ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΧǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŎǊŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΣ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘ ŀǘ ǎƛƳǇƭŜǊ 
levels.  These new, life-ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΧ9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜΧ[ƛŦŜ 
does generate something-more-from-ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΧέ 
Ursula Goodenough, The Sacred Depths of Nature, 1998 
 

OVERVIEW & LEARNING OBJECTIVE 
 
The objective of this session is to 
become comfortable asking difficult 
questions and positing partial 
answers.  You need to create a safe 
learning environment for students 
to comfortably ask these deeper 
questions.  More than anything else, 
the teachers must rely on open-
ended questions exploring concepts 
through discussion.  Students are 
thus expected to be able to 
articulate some of their ideas and 
begin to use adjectives for 
describing their experiences in 
meaningful ways.  The session 
includes an activity ς Get A Life 
Necklaces -- and a craft.  The activity 
is designed as a hands-on science 
project.  Students can investigate for 
themselves what makes something 
alive and what conditions are 
necessary for life to flourish.  For the craft, students create their own symbol of life as web of 
interdependent connections ς examples include the Celtic tree of life and knot, cross, etc.    If 



there is not enough time for creating their own life symbol for their Great Story Necklace, there 
will be time at in Session 4.3.  Keep the materials out during the whole unit.     
 

MATERIALS AND DIRECTIONS FOR GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 

* Collection of objects which are living, dead or not alive, and never-living (examples, insects, 
plants, fungus, bacteria/logs, sticks, dead insects/crystals, rocks)  
*Large poster board 
*Markers  
*Book: Byrd Baylor and Peter Parnall, The Other Way to Listen  

 

MATERIALS AND DIRECTIONS GET A LIFE! NECKLACE
1
  

 

* 1.5 ml plastic microcentrifuge tubes (Microcentrifuge tubes can be purchased from Carolina 
Biological Supply Company (1-800-334-5551) or www.carolinabiological.com.) 
* necklace of string, cord, or plastic filament ς something like one would use to fly a kite.  
* Habitat material: sand, rich soil, pond water, tape water.    
* Organisms and Objects:  tiny plant material (moss), seeds, insects (pillbugs, maggots).    
* Masking tape. 
*copy the handout for each student to take home.  
 
Directions: Children select the number of microcentrifuge tubes they wish to use.  Each of these 
tubes will be a particular habitat.   Children will then need to select the particular organism that 
they wish to place in each habitat.  For each organism, determine the conditions that will help 
you test for life.  Open caps and place your habitats and organisms in the appropriate tubes.  
Close the caps over the string.  Students can arrange the tubes on their own necklace as they 
wish.  The necklace is ready to wear.  If you have a place in the classroom, label each of the 
ƴŜŎƪƭŀŎŜǎ όǿƛǘƘ ƳŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǘŀǇŜύ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŀƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳΦ  LŦ ƴƻ 
location can be found, ask the students to wear their necklaces home.  Either way, students 
should be encouraged to observe their necklaces regularly at home or in the classroom for signs 
ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΦ   aŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ άŦŜŜŘέ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǳōŜǎΦ  LŦ ƴƻ ƭƛŦŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎΣ 
encourage students to ask why.  When students are finished with their observations, they 
ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŜƳǇǘȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǳōŜǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ƘŀƴŘƻǳǘǎΦ  

 
MATERIALS AND DIRECTIONS FOR LIFE SYMBOL  

 

*beading wire thick enough to bend into an interlocking shape for Great Story Bead Necklace.  
(Alternatively, pipe cleaners can be used.) Keep these materials over the course of the whole unit 
as some students may not have time to finish their symbols.  
 

                                                 
1 This activity was adapted from Essential Science for TeachersτGet a Life activity (www.learner.org/) 

http://www.carolinabiological.com/


Directions: To begin, give each student several pre-cut strands of wire (or pipe cleaners) Ask 
students to bend their wire to create a symbol of life.  They can try to bend into the one of the 
forms on the handout or they can create their own unique symbol.  Post or hand out a few 
religious symbols for inspiration. 
*Ask students to bring their models to the circle for lighting the chalice. 

 

SETTING THE STAGE 
 
hƴ ŀ ōƛƎ ǇƻǎǘŜǊ ōƻŀǊŘ ǿǊƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ [ƛŦŜΚέ ƛƴ large letters.  
Bring in organisms that are living, dead or non-living and never- living.  
Place these items before the group.   
 
At the beginning of your year together, you as the teacher 
established some rules for keeping everyone safe.  Now that you and 
your students have spent time together and built a level of trust, you and 
your students can establish deeper circles of trust in which you and your 
students will feel safe to philosophize about this and other questions included in this unit.  
¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ ōŜƎƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ƻŦ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ [ƛŦŜΚέ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ 
ŀ άŎƛǊŎƭŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅΦέ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛs not unlike establishing a class covenant you may have 
ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ¦¦ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ άŎƛǊŎƭŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅέ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ 
other ς not to challenge or disagree ς but to assist each other to develop his/her own opinions 
and thoughts.  This type of discussion will be tricky since most of us are use to debating and 
positioning ourselves in conversations.  As the teacher or guide, you facilitate the discussion 
identifying points of agreement and disagreement, identifying assumptions, and asking for 
additional clarifications.  Maintaining communities of inquiries is an art.  Do worry about taking 
some risks.  (See below: Guidelines for Establishing Circles of Inquiry) 
 
Now begin your discussion by either ask the students to divide the items in front of them into 
these three categories ς alive, non-living or never-living ς or, alternatively, ask the students to 
discuss what makes objects alive or non-living.  Encourage the students to move beyond the 
easy explanation ς άL ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘ ǿƘŜƴ L ǎŜŜ ƛǘΦέ  .ŜƎƛƴ ōȅ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ 
easy differences between living and non-living things: feeding, walking, needing water, 
excreting waste, giving birth or reproducing and replicating, etc.  Certainly, the discussion will 
bring out differences among species particularly between plants and animals.  For example, 
both plants and animals respire (both take in oxygen and give out carbon dioxide during 
respiration) but only animals actually breathe.  Both plants and animals need food -- plants 
photosynthesize while animals metabolize food.   Guide the discussion to point out the broader 
similarities among living organisms.  When possible bring in examples which confound the 
description.  For example, mules are alive but do not reproduce. Crystals reproduce but are not 
alive.  These and other examples of exceptions to particular rules ς ƻǊ Ŝŀǎȅ ƭƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ άŀƭƛǾŜέ 
characteristics ς lead to the ecological vision of life ς not just one characteristic but all working 
together create an alive organism.  (See below: What is Life? For a list of conditions for life 

http://www.astrobio.net/news/modules.php?op=modload&name=News&file=index&catid=&topic=3


which should help guide your discussion.  If one element is not suggested, you may wish to 
suggest it yourself.)   
 
Sometimes we feel strong connections to live organisms, especially when we come upon them 
in nature.  Now ask the following questions:  

Have you ever observed, heard or smelled something in nature that has made you stop 
ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǘǊŀŎƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅ ά²h²Κέ   
 

¢Ƙƛƴƪ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƭƛŦŜ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ άŀŀƘƘŀŀέ ƳƻƳŜƴts ς ǘƘŜ άLǘΩǎ 
DǊŜŀǘ ¢ƻ .Ŝ !ƭƛǾŜέ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ς when you have looked up at the stars on a clear 
morning, when you have been present at the birth of child or pet, etc.   You might wish to read 
a section of the book entitled, The Other Way to Listen, by Byrd Baylor and Peter Parnall to 
generate some images.   List events suggested by the group then ask the following questions:  

IŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŜǾŜǊ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άǎŀŎǊŜŘέ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΣ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǎƛƎƘǘƛƴƎǎΚ  
Why or why not?   

 
Brainstorm some adjectives the students would use and place them on color paper to post 
around the room.  (See below: Some Suggested Adjectivesύ ¢ƘŜǎŜ άǎŎŀǊŜŘ ǿƻǊŘǎέ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 
added to throughout your year together. 



EXPLORATION 
 
After your discussion, tell the students that they now can begin the two activities: Get a Life 
Necklaces and creating their Life Symbols for their Great Story Bead Necklace.  Remind students 
that the symbols they create are just models and are to represent that all parts create a pattern 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀƴ άƛƴǎŜǇŀǊŀōƭŜ ǿŜō ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΦέ   
 

TIME TRAVEL GATHERING 
 
After an appropriate period of time, call the students to the worship center.  Have them bring 
their symbols with them.  While lighting the class chalice, use these words of wisdom from the 
UU hymnal, Singing the Living Tradition, to celebrate the end of your time together.   
 
Existence is beyond the power of the words to define: 
Terms may be used but are none of them absolute. 
In the beginning of heaven and earth there were no words,  
Words come out of the womb of matter;  
If name be needed, wonder names them both;  
from wonder into wonder existence opens. 
 
Lao-TseΣ ά.ŜȅƻƴŘ ²ƻǊŘǎέ 
²ƛǎŘƻƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘΩǎ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴǎ 
Singing the Living Tradition 
 



GUIDELINES FOR ESTABLISHING CIRCLES OF INQUIRY 
 
Basic Ways to Frame Comments 
 
* I agree with. ééébecauseé 
* I disagree with éé.becauseé. 

 
Basic Guidelines for Circles of Inquiry 
 

 One person speaks at a time ς use a talking stick or talking cards. 

 There is a need to ask questions. 

 Deep listening is integral to the process. 

 Give reasons for opinion when possible. 

 Check assumptions, reasoning, evidence ς your own as well as others. 

 Define and discuss points of difference as well as points of agreement. 

 Ask others for reasons, definitions, evidences, examples, assumptions if necessary. 

 Admit when you disagree with something that you may have thought earlier. 
 
Things to Remember 
 

 Sense of community is essential. 

 All opinions are respected. 

 The discussion makes the pathway not a leader. 

 Differences are a fundamental part of the process. 

 Accept that others may disagree with you. 

 Conflict and mistakes made in good faith are to be seen as opportunities for learning 
and growth. 

 This is a thinking process that can challenge assumptions and preconceived ideas. 

 It may be that you need to change your mind. 

 It is NOT about winning an argument.   

 It is about thinking more deeply about matters of importance to you as a member of the 
community. 

 All Challenges are to ideas not to the person expressing them.   
 

  



WHAT IS LIFE? LIFE PROCESSES 
 
Growth:  Living organisms grow and adapt.   
 
Reproduction: Living organisms reproduce.  There are paradoxes.  For example, other nonliving 
things can reproduce -- crystals and bush fires.  Other living things do not reproduce -- viruses 
do not reproduce but must rely on a host.  Mules are alive but can not reproduce.  Leave time 
to think about examples then point out that the big imperative of a living organism is that it 
Ƴǳǎǘ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ƛǘǎ ƎŜƴŜǎΦ  /Ǌȅǎǘŀƭǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōǳǘ ǾƛǊǳǎŜǎ ŘƻΦ  bƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛsts think of viruses 
as living.   
 
Movement: Living organisms move or do something ς this is why the live chicken is moving 
around making noises and the chicken in the cellophane wrap is not.   
 
Nutrition and Metabolism: Living organisms need energy to survive.  Again, the chicken is 
pecking for food while the dead chicken is not.  Plants need sunlight.  There is a whole host of 
nutritional needs the children may mention which can be placed under nutrition: oxygen, 
water.  Acquiring enough nutrition and food ς or energy ς to survive is just one aspect of the 
complex processes which living organisms undertake.  Other activities which are more 
appropriately categorized as metabolism include digesting food, eliminating waste, etc.   
 
Sensitivity and Autonomy:  Living organisms posses the ability to perform these necessary 
processes to ensure their own survival.  It is the process of having interests and abilities to act 
on interests that where life emerges.  Organisms can άsayέ άȅǳŎƪ ƻǊ ȅǳƳΦέ2 
 
Complexity with Organization:  Living organisms are made up of incredibly complex molecules 
ς proteins, fats, and carbohydrates.  These molecules must work together as a complex whole.  
This complexity forms a unity.   
 
Permanence and Impermanence: Living organisms are both permanent and impermanent.  
Genes are replicated from one generation to another over billions of years.  DNA has been a 
permanent part of life for billions of years.  However, organisms have had to adapt to survive.  
Some organisms have gone extinct and individual organisms each have a life span.  There is 
both permanence and change.    

 

SOME SUGGESTED ADJECTIVES 
 

Set apart 
Awesome 
Inspiring 

Cool 

                                                 
2 Stuart Kauffman, Investigations, 2002 



Vibrant 
Beautiful 

Wonderful 
Enchanting 

Made me laugh 
Made me feel warm all over 

Hugging 
Embracing 

Vital 
Important 

Something to be respected 
Something you really need to work to hear, see, smell 

Something more than you 
Out of this world  

Of this world 

 



Handout for Each Student 
 
(See Get a Life Necklace Handout.ppt which is also printed below) 
 
 

 

Ask yourself:

ÅWhat are the five characteristics of life? 

ÅHow will you know if youôre observing these 

characteristics? 

ÅIn creating life conditions in your tubes, does 

it matter whether the object is a plant or 

animal? Why or why not? 

ÅWhat objects did you place in your tubes? 

ÅWhich objects did you conclude to be living? 

ÅFor each item, what evidence convinced you 

of this? 

ÅWere there any items for which the evidence 

was inconclusive? 

Your observations:



Handouts For Life Symbol Bead 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

  

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
  
 

 
  

 

 

 

Celtic Tree of Life 
Celtic Knot 

Celtic Triskele-interlocking spirals 

The Web of Wyrd, from Norse legend, tree of life, nine 
staves arranged in an angular grid, contains all runes 
shapes representing the past, present, and future 
possibilities.  Timelines are inextricably interconnected.  

 

Ankh-key of life; ancient 
Egyptian, Coptic Christians 

Kabbalah- interrelated divine 
emanations of God, each with 
unique properties on the Tree 

of Life 

A stylized image of Yggdrasil, the 
Norse World Ash, the giant 

mythological Tree that holds together 
the Nine Worlds or realms of 

existence 

The Flower of Life, a symbol 
most commonly associated 
with New Age permutations 

of Sacred Geometry 

Labrynth -- a winding, maze-
like path, often resembling a 

spiral 


