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SURVIVAL SKILLS 
 
 

Grade level: 4-7 
 
Provincial curriculum links: Ontario 
Subject: Science and Technology 
 

 
SPECIFIC LESSON GOALS 

 

 Teamwork  

 Learn the seven basic survival needs of our bodies  

 Discover what materials will help us meet these needs to survive emergency situations  

 Understand the consequences of decisions affecting personal health and safety.  

 

 

DESCRIPTION 
 
Learning how to survive in an emergency situation is important for everyone. Although wilderness-
based survival situations are most common, survival situations can occur in urban and rural 
environments, too. The following activities will help participants learn about the definition of a 
survival situation, what basic needs must be met to ensure survival, and creative solutions for 
survival situations.  
 
The three mini-activities in this lesson will work well for school conservation days, in class 
presentations, after school activity, Boys and Girls Clubs, camp nature session, and many other 
learning situations 
 

PREPARATION 
 
Length of lesson: 30-60mins 
 
Do Ahead: 
 

 Cut out and laminate the “ Basic Needs” and “ Length of Time” signs  

 Assemble a survival kit (optional)  
 

RESOURCES REQUIRED:  
 

 Writing utensils and paper (1 per group)  

 “Basic Needs” signs  

 “Length of Time” signs  

 “Essentials to Put in Your Daypack” 
handout  

 

 “The Seven Basic Survival Needs” handout  

 Complete survival kit (optional)  

 Evaluation  
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PROCEDURE 
 

Activity: Introduction to Survival Skills  
 
Bring the group together and facilitate a discussion about their current ideas on the topic of “survival 
skills.” Ask them to name a “survival situation.” Typically, they will identify situations like a plane 
crash or hurricane that has a remote chance of happening to them. Then ask them to describe an 
event that could happen to them. What events could quickly turn into survival situations? Some 
possibilities include:  
 

 Car crash, particularly in the winter time  

 Getting lost in the woods  

 Hunting accidents  

 Boating accidents  

 Severe local weather incidents, such as thunderstorms or tornadoes  
 
Explain that the group will work together to learn about survival skills in everyday situations and 
decide what basic needs our bodies need to survive and what items can help us meet these needs.  
 

Activity: Seven Basic Needs  
 
For this activity you can keep the group together or divide into smaller groups. First, ask participants 
to identify the seven basic needs their bodies need to survive. When a youth or small group correctly 
names one of these needs, hand them the sign for that need and have them stand in front, holding 
the sign so everyone can see it.  
 
As each need is listed, briefly define this need for the group and highlight why it is important. Ask 
the youth to give examples of when they have gone without each need for any extended period of 
time. For example, “Has anyone ever gone 24 hours without sleeping? What did you feel like? How 
did your body behave?” Continue until all the “needs” are up in front.  
 
Now, ask the group to arrange the needs from “most” to “least” important. The need that we can 
live without for the least amount of time should be first and the need we can live without for the 
most amount of time should be last. Allow the group several opportunities to get the order correct. 
After each attempt, tell them which needs are in the right spot and which are still wrong. Once they 
have the correct order, ask them to also guess how long a person can go without that need. 
 
As they correctly come up with the answers, give the “needs” their corresponding “length of time” 
sign. When all of this is done, ask if there are any questions and clarify any points that the 
participants do not understand. Emphasize that they will need to know and use this information in 
the next activity.  
 

Activity: Gilligan’s Island  
 
Divide the group into small groups of 3-4 participants. Each group should have a piece of paper and 
a writing utensil.  
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Present the following scenario to the groups: You have been ship wrecked on an island that is exactly like 
where you are right now. It has the same climate, vegetation, and weather. You must survive on this 
island for seven days. Unfortunately, the wreckage of the airplane has disappeared. You only had 
time to take three things out of the airplane to help you survive. Your group may take any three 
items you can think of, but all of the items must fit into a small backpack. Tell them that electronic 
devices used to contact others for help do not work on this island. What three items did you take?  
Give the group about 10 minutes to discuss which three items they would have taken from the 
airplane to help them survive. When the groups are done with their discussions, each group will 
present their three items to everyone. The groups should list their three items and give reasons why 
they choose each item. Other groups are welcome to ask them questions. Discuss the merits of each 
group’s answers and the pro and cons of their selections.  

 

Activity: Top Ten Survival Items  
 

This final activity assists the youth in applying this information to an imaginary survival situation. 
When all the groups are finished, present the “Top 10 Survival Items” that the experts believe are 
important in a survival situation. The three items each group decided on may or may not be on this 
list. By presenting the “Top Ten” list, it gives the youth a chance to analyze the decision of survival 
skills “experts.” After the list is presented, you may want to give the youth time to talk about the list 
and if they agree or disagree with the items and their importance.  

 
If possible, it is nice to collect the ten items (or pictures of the items) in advance and place them in a 
bag. As you discuss an item, pull it out of the bag and show it to the group.  
 
TALK IT OVER 

Reflect:  
 

 What is the most important thing to remember in a survival situation?  

 What piece of information will you most likely remember?  

 If your group was really stranded on an island, what would have been the most helpful thing 
to remember?  

 How did your small team perform during this activity? Were you an effective team?  
 

Apply: 

  

 What from this activity could you apply to your life?  

 What are some ways that you could be a more effective team member in the future?  

 What new teamwork behaviors did you learn during these activities? Where else could you 
use them in your life?  
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HELPFUL HINTS 
 
You may switch the order of the activities by facilitating the “Gilligan Island” activity first. In this 
method, the youth would be involved in a hands-on activity at the start of the lesson. By facilitating 
the lesson in the order presented (Gilligan Island activity after the Seven Basic Needs activity), the 
youth have an opportunity to use the knowledge they learned about basic needs and apply that to 
their group decision in “Gilligan Island.” The order of activities is left up to the individual facilitator.  

 
Because this lesson is meant to encourage the development of teambuilding skills and youth/adult 
partnerships in its participants, it’s a good idea to keep the following ideas in mind:  
 

 Youth who have pre-existing knowledge or experience in the area of survival skills can be 
recruited to co-facilitate some of the activities or give examples of their personal experiences in 
survival or semi-survival situations. These youth can also serve as team leaders or “resources” 
for the groups during the Gilligan Island activity.  

 If possible, know your group ahead of time; have an idea of what size small groups will facilitate 
effective teamwork. Sometimes groups of three work well, other times groups of five may work 
better. Split the entire group into the optimum-sized small groups for the Gilligan’s Island 
activity.  

 

 Front-load the lesson and individual activities with tips for good teamwork. For example, before 
the Gilligan’s Island activity, you can highlight traits of effective teamwork: listening to each 
other, using all the team members’ skills, using a group decision-making process, and engaging 
all team members in the discussion.  

 

 If desired, you can break the entire group into small groups for the Seven Basic Needs activity. 
Each small group may be asked to come up with a basic need as a group and then present their 
answer to the entire class. When the youth are working in small teams, walk around and facilitate 
effective teamwork through questions and short discussions. Ask the entire team to present their 
answers, not just one spokesperson.  
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