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Session 27: Even the Air We Breathe 
 

Teacher Notes 
One of the interesting ways that science and UU interact is in the different ways each helps us in 

awareness of our surroundings and what is happening to them.  This session gives an 

introduction to the idea of „mindfulness‟ as one way to focus our own attention.  Although 

children of this age will not be ready for extensive meditation practices, they should be able to do 

the short Buddhist breathing meditation and experience some enhanced awareness of themselves, 

their bodies, their breathing.  This is connected with two activities on water and forests for a 

general theme of learning to appreciate and think about the soil, plants, water, and air that we 

may damage or destroy just for the simple lack of paying attention to them.  Hopefully during the 

discussions, the children can share their own increasing awareness of the world and our impact 

on it. 

 

Participant Goals 
Learn about the idea of „mindfulness‟ or „attention‟ to see more clearly what is around us, both to 

appreciate it, to be more part of it, and also to recognize when we are affecting it in ways that are 

against our principles.  The session includes a short breathing medidation, and some activities 

related to water and forests. 

 

Session at a Glance 
1. Introduction (5 min) 

2. Chalice lighting (5 min) 

3. Discussion (20 min) Mindfulness, and breathing meditation 

4. Activity (15 min) Every drop counts 

5. Activity (15 minutes) Timber! 

6. Closing (5 min) 

 

Supplies 
- 2 one-gallon plastic milk cartons, clean 

- 2 containers big enough to hold 1 cup of water 

- 8 small plastic drinking cups 

- blue food coloring 

- 1-cup measure, measuring spoons 

- masking tape for lables, marker 

- 600 popsicle sticks, assuming about 16 children  (more children need more sticks) 

- watch with seconds 

 

The Session 
 

1. Introduction 
 

One of the problems with understanding how people affect the environment is that the changes 

happen slowly enough that it is hard for us to see it happening.  Problems like pollution and 

habitat destruction do not usually hit like a tornado or a hurricane, they happen a little bit at a 

time, one piece of garbage at a time, one tree cut down at a time, a little bit of smoke at a time.  
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Each person changes the web a little bit, but the combination of billions of people adds up fast.  

It changes the things that are around us every day, the land, the water, even the air we breathe. 

 

Science gives us tools for measuring small changes, but we can also work on improving our own 

attention to our surroundings.  In some religions this is called „mindfulness‟ or „attention‟.  When 

we practice mindfulness, we learn to see what is around us, things that we often overlook or take 

for granted.  

 

2. Chalice Lighting 
 

Water flows from high in the mountains, 

Water runs deep in the Earth, 

Miraculously, water comes to us, 

and sustains all life. 

 

Water and sun 

green these plants. 

When the rain of compassion falls, 

even a desert becomes an immense green ocean. 

 Thich Nhat Hanh 

 

3. Mindfulness 

 

Ask the group to get in a comfortable position and close their eyes.  Ask them some questions 

about things around the room, about things they may have noticed on the way to class, about the 

people sitting near them, about things visible outside the window.  You may want to set up some 

specific things in the classroom, change something that has been unchanged for a long time, etc.. 

Are there any flowering plants outside the window?  Are there any clouds in the sky?  Is the 

flame of the chalice candle small or large?  Is it windy or calm?  After a few specific questions, 

ask the group, still with eyes closed, for things they did notice?  Encourage them to think about 

all their senses.  Tell the group they can open their eyes again. 

 

Have you ever had an experience where you realized that something had changed but you were 

not sure what?  Have you ever had someone tell you somethinig changed and realized that you 

did not even notice?  Maybe that someone got their hair cut?  That something was taken from 

your room? 

 

Our attention is drawn to fast changes, to motion, to bright colors.  Other things fade into the 

background, sometimes to the point that we don‟t notice them at all.  We might work all day to 

plant a flowerbed, and look at it proudly for a day or two, but then soon we are hurrying by it 

without looking at it at all.  Or we might work hard to decorate a wall in our room with posters 

and decorations, but after a while we can look right at it without really seeing it.  If we do not see 

what is there, we can find ourselves rushing from one new thing to the next trying to fill our 

senses. 
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A different way to fill our senses is to practice and learn to see what is all around us.  One simple 

exercise is to focus for a while on our own breathing.  You might notice your breathing once in a 

while when you are “out of breath” or when you have a cold, but probably not often otherwise. 

 

------------------------------------------------------- 

Mindful Breathing 
 

Mindful breathing is very simple. As you breathe in, you say to yourself, "Breathing in, I know 

that I am breathing in." And as you breathe out, say, "Breathing out, I know that I am breathing 

out." Just that. You recognize your in-breath as an in-breath and your out-breath as an out-breath. 

Have the group try this for a short time.  If there is room, you might want to have the children lie 

down, or sit on the floor in a comfortable position. 

 

You don't even need to recite the whole sentence; you can use just two words: "In" and "Out." 

This technique can help you keep your mind on your breath. As you practice, your breath will 

become peaceful and gentle, and your mind and body will also become peaceful and gentle.  

Have the group try this for a short time.  

 

Here are a few words from a Buddhist teacher, Thich Nhat Hanh, on this exercise, you may want 

to read some of it to the group depending on how the exercise is going.  Otherwise just 

summarize. 

Breathing in and out is very important, and it is enjoyable. Our breathing is the link between our 

body and our mind. Sometimes our mind is thinking of one thing and our body is doing another, 

and mind and body are not unified. By concentrating on our breathing, "In" and "Out," we bring 

body and mind back together, and become whole again. Conscious breathing is an important 

bridge. 

To me, breathing is a joy that I cannot miss. Every day, I practice conscious breathing, and in my 

small meditation room, I have calligraphed this sentence: "Breathe, you are alive!" Just breathing 

and smiling can make us very happy, because when we breathe consciously we recover ourselves 

completely and encounter life in the present moment. 

------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Mindfulness helps us in many ways, to help us see and enjoy what is around us, to experience the 

wonders in our life every day.  How does mindfulness relate to our connection with the web of 

life?  We need to see changes and problems around us before we can change our actions.  Will 

we think about reducing air pollution if we don‟t notice when our air is becoming more polluted?  

Will we remember to turn off a light if we don‟t realize that we left one on?  Why else is 

mindfulness important?  Is our environment something we can think about just once in a while, 

maybe on Earth Day?  How does mindfulness help?  We need to think about the environment in 

everything we do, and mindfulness helps us have more steady attention. 

 

Our meditation exercise focused on one thing which is all around us: air.  If there is time, have 

the children make their own sign saying “Breathe, you are alive!” to see every morning to help 

them be  mindful.  We are going to do two more activities to help us think about two other things 

which are everywhere around us: water and trees. 
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4. Activity: Every Drop Counts 
 

Preparation:  Divide the class into two groups.  Give each group 1 milk carton, 1 medium 

container, and 4 drinking cups.  Fill each milk carton with six cups of water, and add a few drops 

of blue food coloring. 

 

Ask the group how much of the earth‟s surface is covered by water?  Answer: 3/4.  The water in 

the gallon cartons represents all the water on the planet. 

 

Have the groups take three tablespoons of water out of the carton and into the medium container.  

Make a label “OCEANS” with tape and put it on the carton.  This represents 97% of the water 

which is in the oceans. 

 

From the medium container, have the groups measure out two tablespoons and 1/2 teaspoon into 

a cup.  Attach a label POLAR ICE to this cup.  It represents the 2.2% of the Earth‟s water that is 

frozen at the north and south poles. 

 

Again from the medium container, measure out 1/2 teaspoon into a second cup.  Attach a label 

saying SOIL AND CLOUDS.  This represents 0.1% of water that is in topsoil and clouds. 

 

Finally split the remaining water in the medium container equally between the last two cups, 

which should be about 1 teaspoon each.  Label one cup DEEP WATER, this represents 0.3% of 

the Earth‟s water that is deep underground.  Label the last cup FRESH, this is the 0.3% of water 

that is in rivers, lakes, and groundwater. 

 

Discussion: Which of these kinds of water can we use for daily life?  The FRESH and some of 

the DEEP water.  What water can‟t we use?  The rest of the water in the carton and the first two 

cups.  Do you think it is important for us to be careful with this water?  Why? 

 

We see the water we use to cook, wash, and water our plants.  But a lot of water is used to make 

things, and we don‟t see that water directly.  For example, a hamburger does not contain much 

water, but a cow eats about 2,500 pounds of corn in its life, and it takes about 76 gallons of water 

to grow an ear of corn.  That means it takes over 1,140,000 gallons of water to feed one cow! 

 

On the board, write these five items and ask the group to guess how much water is used to 

produce each one.  Discuss how this would affect changes you might make to save water. 

 

 1 egg 40 gal, water for the hen, to grow its food 

 1 orange 100 gal., to water the tree 

 1 loaf of bread 140 gal, water the grain, grind it, etc. 

 1 pound sugar 140 gal., to water the sugar cain 

 1 Sunday newspaper 280 gal, for ink and wood pulp 

 

5. Activity: Timber! 
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Preparation: For each group of four students, separate out one pack of 120 sticks and a smaller 

pack of 32 sticks. 

 

Divide the class into groups of 4 students.  Within each group, select one person to be each of the 

following roles: lumberjack, forest, forest manager, and timer.  Give 120 sticks in a container to 

the person representing the forest.  These sticks represent the trees in the forest. 

 

Give the stack of 32 sticks to the forest manager.  These sticks are trees that will grow in the 

forest during the game.  The lumberjack records how many trees grow or are cut each minute on 

a chart like the one shown below. 

 

Begin the game when the timer gives the signal.  After 15 seconds, the timer tells the forest 

manager to give the forest one new tree.  This happens every 15 seconds during the game.  This 

represents how fast new trees can grow in the forest. 

 

Stop after one minute and let the lumberjack cut down one tree -- remove the stick from the 

forest.  This represents wood that people need for heating and building. 

 

Continue the game.  After each minute, the demand for wood doubles as a result of growing 

population, and a result of each person using more wood.  So at the end of the second minute, the 

lumberjack cuts down two trees from the forest; after three minutes they cut down four trees, and 

so on.  Remember, the forest manager is still adding one tree each 15 seconds. 

 

End the game when there are fewer trees in the forest than the lumberjack wants to cut. 

 

Discussion: How many minutes did it take for the lumberjack to cut all the trees in the forest?  

Just over seven minutes.  At seven minutes there should be only 21 trees left in the forest. 

 

Was the forest always shrinking?  No.  In the first few minutes, the forest increased slightly,  but 

by the third minute it already started shrinking. 

 

If the forest manager could find a kind of tree that grew at the rate of one tree every second 

instead of every 15 seconds, would the forest keep up with the population and the lumberjack?  

No.  As long as the population keeps growing, the forest will still run out.  With one tree a 

second, the forest would have only lasted two more minutes. 

 

What could be done to prevent destroying the forest?  The forest can only be maintained by 

cutting down trees as fast as they can regrow.  This means limiting both the number of people 

and the number of trees each person uses to match the forest size. 

 

6. Closing 
 

I am only one,  

   but I am one! 

I cannot do everything, 

   but I can do something! 
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And I will not refuse to do something 

   because I cannot do everything! 

 Edward Everett Hale 
 


