
A molecule made of two atoms of hydrogen and one atom of oxygen 
is the key to life itself. We trace the story of water from the begin-
ning of time to the present day in this episode. Civilization emerged 
from river valleys, the retreat of glaciers opened up Europe for human 
survival, and water projects have been the hallmark of empires from 
Roman aqueducts to the Hoover Dam. What conditions on Earth have 
made liquid water possible, and how has access to water transformed 
human societies? This episode provides a Big History perspective on 
water, revealing the many ways water has fueled life and propelled 

humans forward.  

Curriculum Links
H2®’s Big History series is a great fit with a range of courses and units on history, science and technol-
ogy, social studies and global studies. It is most appropriate for high school students but is suitable 
for middle school students as well. The series can be used as a companion to the Big History Project 
online course and curriculum. (Visit www.bighistoryproject.com to learn more.)

Identif  ication Terms
The terms below are used in this episode; defining them will help students understand some of the 
concepts explored in this series. Using a dictionary or another resource, students can find definitions 
for these terms before or after watching the episode. As they are watching, students can also keep a 
list of terms from each episode in the Big History series to define.

buoyancy  infrastructure  organism
commerce   irrigate  submersion
demographic   kinetic   

Discussion Questions
1.  How is water formed? 
2. What is the definition of buoyancy? Why do some things float while others do not? 
3.  Why have many civilizations emerged near rivers or oceans?
4.  In this episode, cities are described as “living organisms.” What do you think this 

means? How might it relate to water?
5.  What are some advances in water filtration that have made it safer for human 

consumption?
6.  How can water be turned into energy? 
7.  Why is control of and access to water so important for human society?

H2O Other Word



Activities
1.  Goldilocks Conditions. In this episode we learn how water has provided the right conditions for rich 

chemistry, described by David Christian. In a short essay, describe some of the ways water has provided 
the conditions for human civilization to thrive at key turning points. You can focus your essay on one 
era in human history. 

2.  On the Waterfront. Many world cities have emerged near waterways. Choose one city and write a 
“Little Big History” describing its origins and how proximity to water shaped its growth. 

3.  Decoding Dams. Dams have played a key role in controlling water flow, but when they fail, the con-
sequences can be disastrous. In this episode, we learn about the Banqiao Dam failure of 1975. Create an 
illustration depicting this dam failure or write a newspaper article describing the disaster. You can also 
choose another dam failure to focus your project on. Discuss your findings with your class or group. 

4.  Water Power. What are some of the ways water can be turned into energy? Based on your own  
research and what you learned in this episode, create a list describing ways water can be used to  
generate power.

5.  Impending Crisis. Water shortages can lead to intense crisis. Research this issue and write a short 
op-ed about the importance of ensuring access to healthy water worldwide.

Ref  lections After Watching
What were the three most interesting things you learned from watching this episode of Big History?

Web Links
Short video about ancient water systems:  
www.history.com/videos/first-water-moving-system-invented

Short video about what might happen if water disappeared:  
www.history.com/videos/first-water-moving-system-invented

Big History Project:
www.bighistoryproject.com

Related Books
NOte: These books are recommended for educators and advanced student 
readers who may want to read selections from these books to further their  
understanding of the topics explored in this episode. 
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