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CLEAN HANDS 
A group exercise for communities to increase hand-washing 

 

Students at Magadini Primary School wash hands before lunch 

Clean Hands was created and designed by Natron Healthcare as part of our visual- 

and narrative-based healthcare education for illiterate or semi-literate Masai 

communities.  This exercise is part of our larger educational aim in public health, 

“Teaching the Teachers.”  We support creative, empathetic and fact-based 

teaching methods that engage communities in narratives about their key health 

issues, including family planning, maternal care, community triage, and 

preventative healthcare. For further information please contact Melanie Finn at 

melfinn1@yahoo.com or Dr. Penny Aeberhard at penny@aeberhard.co.uk.  You 

can also find out more about us at our website www.natronhealthcare.org.  

INTRODUCTION:  This exercise was created to help communities understand the transfer of 

invisible germs and to increase hand-washing regularity and thoroughness.  In areas with little 

water, hand-washing is often skipped, even after defecation.  Lacking knowledge of “invisible” 

germs, people are not able to grasp how diseases are spread, including those that cause 

diarrhoea, one of the world’s leading causes of childhood mortality.  In pastoralist communities, 

aborted livestock fetuses and diseased animals are often handled and butchered with bare 

hands; this leads to the transmission of serious zoonotic diseases such as anthrax, salmonella and 

brucellosis (undulant fever).  The practice of washing hands, with soap and water, is 

acknowledged by the World Health Organization as a key step toward improving health.  
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THE AIM of this exercise is to help participants “see” germs and decide to wash their hands with 
regularity, particularly after defecation, after sex, and after handling any bodily fluids, human or 
livestock.  

ROLE OF THE FACILITATOR:  It is crucial for you to be clear on your role as the facilitator of an 
open conversation. Your role is not to judge the participants’ choices or suggest strategies. Be 
clear with yourself and the participants that you do not have answers for them, as you cannot 
know what is best for them. Instead, highlight that it is the participants’ role to consider the 
information in light of what they hold to be important.  Your goal is not to make decisions for 
them, but to present information and to discuss ideas, challenges and questions openly. 

DESIGN OF THE EXERCISE:  Visualizing the invisible is crucial to understanding disease 
transmission, so we use bright colored glitter and plastic “joke” faeces.  Because we are 
discussing often embarrassing subjects like feces, the facilitator must approach the exercise with 
a complete lack of shame.    Humour helps!  The exercise itself is followed by a break and 
discussion. 
 
WHAT YOU WILL NEED: 

 Cut outs of Cooking Woman, Squatting Boy, Fly; plus any other cutouts you think are 
useful for post-exercise discussions (such as Outhouse, Sick Cow, etc.) 

                                          
 Two plastic cups of different colours  

 A large number of small stones in a bowl 

 One bar of soap and basin for hand-washing 

 Coloured glitter (we prefer green) 

 Plastic “joke” faeces 

 Small amount of toilet paper, a stone, dried leaves – or whatever people use to wipe 
themselves after defecating. 

 Notebook and pencil, preferably like a student’s 

 A quiet, shady teaching space 
 

TIME:  Approximately one hour, including set up and exercise, then break.  Allow another hour 
for discussions. 
 
OVERVIEW:  Most adults know how important it is to hand wash after defecating; however, even 
if everyone says they know about hand-washing and swear that they do it, you can be sure this 
is not 100% true.  But your job isn’t to challenge them.  Diseases are spread not just by faeces, 
but blood, mucus, and even the moisture in our breath.  People touching any bodily fluids, 
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whether human or livestock, are at risk of contracting certain diseases and of even passing them 
on.  Human faeces, for instance, is a vector for parasites that cause serious problems for children, 
in particular, with effects compounded by poor nutrition.  This exercise is designed to help people 
“see” germs – the glitter - and understand how easily germs are passed around – how even 
incidental contact allows transmission.  It is best when shared with children, men and women, 
and teachers all together.  As the facilitator, you must be certain to avoid shaming language and 
keep your body language open and engaging.  After the exercise, take a break, and then facilitate 
discussions around disease vectors the community expresses concerns about, such as the use of 
outhouses, the disposal of aborted livestock fetuses, blood and fluids during human birth, etc.  
Please refer to our Following On discussion guides for suggested discussion scaffolds and visual 
tools. 
 
SET UP:   

 Make sure your teaching space has blackboard or wall of some sort on which to place the 
cut-outs 

 In a side area, set up the two cups and the bowl of stones.  Place the bar of soap clearly 
beside one of the cups. 

 Make sure you have your plastic poo, wiping materials, and a sufficient quantity of glitter. 

 Have a basin of clean water on hand.  

 Have the cut-outs on hand or put them up on the wall. 

 Make sure you put a trace of glitter on the pencil placed by your notebook. 
 
THE EXERCISE:   

Step 1: Prepare your props:  your cups, bowl of stones and soap, notebook and pencil.  Put a 
sprinkle of glitter on the joke poo; keep this, the glitter and hand-washing basin close to your 
teaching space. 
 
Step 2:  As participants enter, ask everyone to put a stone in the cup with the soap if they washed 
their hands in the morning; if they didn’t, they should put a 
stone in the other cup.  When everyone is settled, explain that 
you are here to teach about preventing diarrhoea, worms and 
other diseases.  Be sure to keep your tone light and 
humorous; you do not want to be condescending or sneering.   
This is initially a comedy act, whether you are speaking to 
children or adults. 
 
Step 3:  Enter into your role as a child who is going to the 
toilet.  You can put the squatting child cut-out up on the wall 
behind you.  Squat down and plop the glitter-covered poo on 
the floor.  Make sure you have a small amount of green glitter 
on your hand. Act out wiping your bottom with paper or dried 
leaves, and then wipe your hand “fastidiously” on your 
trousers.  Smell your hand and make a face.  People will be 

Figure 1 Enter your role as a child going to 
the toilet 
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laughing – and a little bit shocked by how bold you are to 
show this private act.  Now, go around the room, greeting 
everyone, shaking hands, touching arms and heads, surfaces 
of chairs. Ask everyone you touch to shake hands with 
another person. 
 
Step 4:  Now ask one person to come up and sign or drawn in 
your notebook with your pencil. Aske everyone what has 
happened with the glitter.  It will have travelled mysteriously 
and significantly!  Ask the children to wipe the glitter off on 
their hands.  They try will do this on their clothing, 
transferring the glitter. 
 
Step 5:  Ask if anyone knows why we’ve done this.  Answers 
should start to refer to germs and glitter, which should be all 
over people by now.  What is their general understanding of 
disease transmission? 

 
Step 6:  Discuss how we can stop this.  Someone will likely know:  “We wash our hands.” 
 
Step 7:  Very carefully and thoroughly wash your own glitter-covered hands with soap and water.  
Demonstrate backs of hands, webs of fingers, fingernails, wrists – and if people are dealing with 
any bodily fluids (e.g. births, abortions of human and livestock) they must wash the entire 
forearm. Then air dry vigorously.  Explain that air drying is important because clothing can retain 
germs – and people can see this with the glitter on their own clothing.  
 
Step 8:  Now bring in the stone-filled cups.  It is likely you will find more stones in the non-hand-
washing cup.  Be careful not to scold or shame; rather, thank everyone for their honesty.  Tell 
everyone you are going to take a break and, during the break, for people to think about ways 
diseases are transmitted through bodily fluids.  There will then be a discussion about these 
concerns and the challenges the community faces in seeking solutions. 
 
Discussions: 
The goal of the discussion is for the community itself to expose its own concerns and challenges, 
and to suggest its own solutions.  You are guiding but not directing.  You can place certain cut-
outs – like The Outhouse, Sick Cow, Fly- on tables or on the wall, where they can be seen, touched 

and shared.  These are helpful triggers.  You may want to break 
people into small groups of 4-5 an ask them to discuss and then 
share their thoughts.  
 
This is also your opportunity to learn more about what the 
community believes and perceives so you can improve your own 
teaching.     

 

Figure 2 Smell your hand and make a face 
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These are some subjects that might come up, so be prepared; you can reference Following On 
discussion guides: 
 

 In what other situations are clean hands important? (e.g. delivering babies, handling 
aborted livestock fetuses – any time people come in contact with bodily fluids).    Are 
gloves available for such situations? 

 What are some of the beliefs about human blood?  Spit? (For instance, older women often 
spit into the eyes of newborns.) 

 Has the community heard of or experienced cholera?  What do they know about it? 

 What are some of the diseases they think are carried by fluids like blood, mucus, faeces? 

 What about parasites, like worms, that many children suffer from?  Is this a problem? Do 
they understand transmission of worm eggs from human hand to human mouth? 

 Are there diseases that animals give to people, and vice 
versa?  How do they think these diseases are transmitted?  

 Food preparation – does cooking kill germs? 

 Latrines – are they useful?  What are the problems with 
them? (For instance, hard soil and insufficient tools to dig; 
the necessity of gender specific toilets.)  Is there a place to 
wash hands near the latrine? 

 What about sex?  What diseases are transmitted through 
sexual contact?  (You will have to listen carefully to ideas about sperm as a disease vector.) 

 
Closing:  You say that you hope the lesson has been useful, and you recognize the practical 
problems of increasing hand-washing.  You can provide some resources for hand-washing station 
designs for bomas and schools. You would like to know more about their problems with diseases.  
Thank everyone warmly and sincerely!  This has been good, honest, collaborative work. 
 

Remember: Your role is not to judge the participants choices or suggest strategies. You do not 
have answers for them, as you cannot know what is best for them.  The goal of the event is not 
to make decisions for them, but to present information and to discuss ideas, challenges and 
questions openly. 

 

 

 


