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The Penny Generation

A simulation of natural resource use

Objective: Students will play a game that simulates society’s use of natural resources.

Suggested Audience: K-3

Essential Questions:

1. What will happen over time if our natural resources are not conserved?

2. How can we use our resources so that we will not run out of them?

Materials: 14 plastic bags (snack or sandwich size), permanent marker, large container, large number of pennies (Other items, such
 as wrapped candy, may be used instead.)

Preparation: Mark 2 plastic bags with “First Generation”, 4 with “Second Generation”, and 8 with “Third Generation”. Fill the large container with a large number of pennies (or other items).

Procedure:

1. Give each of 14 students one of the empty plastic bags. Define ‘generation’.

2. Ask the two “First Generation” students to come forward to the jar of pennies. Explain that the pennies represent the entire world’s supply of copper, a non-renewable resource. Tell them they can take as much as they want. Let them fill their bags while the rest of the group watches. Have these students stand to the side when they are done.

3. When the “First Generation” students have gotten their fill, invite the four “Second Generation” students to come up and take as much of the remaining pennies as they want. After they are finished, have the “Third Generation” students come up and take as much as they want.

4. Discuss with the students what has happened to the world’s copper supply:


What happened to the total amount of the resource?


How much was left for each generation?


Was anything left for a fourth generation?


Did any of the students who were part of the demonstration think about those who might be

 coming after them and need some of the copper, or were they only trying to get as much 
as they could?


How is what happened in the demonstration similar to what happens in the real world?


If the object in the demonstration was a renewable resource, what could be done so that there

 was a continuous supply?
5. Summary


By reducing, reusing, and recycling, we can make our non-renewable resources last for many more generations. We can also find substitutes for some of their uses [Example: the use of whale oil in lamps in olden days was replaced with more abundant oils, which has since been replaced with electricity.] Everyone can help to keep resources available as we need them by only using the smallest amount necessary, then reusing and recycling. 
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