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Access to free and safe tap water during school hours 
is vital to the health and learning of students. Chil-
dren spend substantial time on school grounds, yet re-
search shows that only one in four California schools 
are meeting the legal requirements for drinking water 
access as defined by state and federal policies.1 Further-
more, many students are arriving at school already de-
hydrated due to the lack of proper water consumption 
at home.2 It is critical that a reliable drinking supply is 
available and is promoted by school administration and 
staff as an important element of student health. 

Adequate water consumption has been associated with a 
number of health benefits and stronger student achieve-
ment.3 Slight dehydration can cause impaired cognitive 
performance, inattentiveness, short-term memory loss 
and diminished arithmetic abilities.4 It is especially advan-
tageous when substituted for sugar sweetened bever-
ages (SSBs), such as soda and sports drinks, and can 
also minimize tooth decay and control weight gain. 

Suggested water consumption for students5

Age Suggested Consumption

4 to 8 37-44 oz/day

9 to 13 44-57 oz/day

14 to 18 58-70 oz/day

There is some controversy regarding the amount of 
water children should drink because of the level of 
water contained in consumed foods. Proper water 
consumption also depends on variations in gender, 
climate and level of physical activity. The above chart 
can be used as a general guideline.

The importance of ensuring equitable access to free 
water becomes apparent when comparing the cost 
of bottled water with tap.6 Families should not be 

required to purchase bottled water at their personal 
expense for economic reasons. Initial research illuminates 
the economic toll many are facing as they are forced to 
purchase increasing amounts of bottled water due to 
the ongoing drought or water contamination issues. Re-
cently some families have had to spend as much as 10 
percent of their income on bottled water. That exceeds 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s affordability 
threshold of 1.5 percent.7

Policymakers began addressing the consumption of 
SSBs in school by enacting federal policy that restricts 
their sale. As a result, SSB consumption among children 
under the age of 12 decreased. However, consumption 
increased among adolescents (12-17), which already had 
the highest rates of SSB consumption.8 

However, despite the push to limit access to SSBs, na-
tional data shows no significant increase in water con-
sumption.9 Legislation was passed to further promote 
drinking water with California Senate Bill 1413 (Leno) in 
2010 and the federal Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 
2010. Both require public schools to provide free and 
safe drinking water to students where food is served. 
Districts may opt out of the state requirement, but those 
not complying with federal statute risk losing federal 
meal funding. 

Drinking Water Access in Schools

Earlimart School District 
Board of Trustees revised its 

wellness policy to illustrate a commitment to 
providing access to free, safe drinking water 
throughout the school day. The policy allows 
students to bring water into class, encourages 
staff to model drinking water behavior, requires 
regular testing and maintenance of water 
fountains and calls for the active promotion of 
drinking water throughout the district.10 
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Current state of water  
infrastructure in schools

Traditional drinking fountains are still the primary water 
delivery system in schools today. However, many per-
ceive fountains as old, unclean, unhealthy, and poorly 
maintained, which can deter students from using 
them.11 It is important that schools maintain clean, ap-
pealing and palatable water in order to promote use 
among students. This may require the replacement 
or retrofitting of existing fountains. Providing dispos-
able cups and/or reusable bottles may further promote 
water intake because some students still may not drink 
directly from a fountain.

Water Quality

Water contamination can easily affect student health 
and school-wide perceptions about drinking water 
safety long after the incident of contamination. Cali-
fornia schools have long battled water contamina-
tion issues, and ongoing drought conditions are likely 
to make matters worse. It is important for districts to 
conduct regularly scheduled water testing and equip-
ment and aquifer maintenance to ensure water is 
safe for consumption. It is also important for districts 
drawing water from private wells to develop appropri-
ate protocols to address water contamination. Experts 
encourage those drawing from wells to work with local 
municipal water agencies to connect with their infra-
structure as a long-term solution. 

How to promote greater  
water consumption

Districts must actively promote free water consumption 
among students, faculty and parent populations alike. 
Faculty and staff must actively encourage proper hydra-
tion practices both in the classroom and physical ac-
tivity settings. Marketing materials — such as posters, 
fliers, informational mailers, promotional activities, and 
staff meetings — are key resources for persuading in-
dividuals about the benefits of water. It is also impor-
tant to display culturally relevant promotional materials 
because minority students are less likely to drink water 
from the tap than other students. This is due to having 

a higher rate of negative perceptions about the safety 
and cleaniless of the water source, and it may contrib-
ute to greater disparities in health outcomes.12

Schools may also promote free drinking water by 
hosting taste tests or including curriculum about the 
impact of water on human health. Free curriculum, 
promotional materials and other important information 
can be found in the ‘Tap into Health’ Water Promotion 
Toolkit listed in the resources section below. Districts 
may also opt to develop their own marketing materials. 

Developing excellent water access

Research conducted by Patel et al. (2014) identified five 
standards that must be met if a school wants to provide 
excellent drinking water access: 

1. Guarantee water in four of five key locations (cafeteria, 
classroom, gym, high traffic common areas, outdoor 
play areas — including outdoor sports fields for partici-
pants and observers alike in visible locations), 

2. Ensure one or more fountains for every 25 students, 

3. Offer water delivery options other than traditional 
fountains (such as bottle-filling stations, pitchers, etc.), 

4. Provide water that is safe, clean, cold and palatable, 

5. Regularly maintain clean and functional water 
fountains. 

Board Actions

 » Promote the resources below to help district per-
sonnel plan and conduct drinking water related 
activities.

 » Direct staff to:

 » Gather current district guidelines/protocols 
regarding fountain maintenance and water 
testing schedules.

It is important to develop and 
implement language in your district’s 
wellness policy that ensures water 
maintenance, access and promotion

You can find free promotional drinking 
water flyers and posters by visiting the 
California Department of Public Health’s 
Rethink Your Drink website.
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 » Conduct drinking water filling station invento-
ries at each school. Note the quality, number 
and age of drinking fixtures at each site.

 » Monitor drinking water access and habits 
during mealtimes and throughout other areas 
at each school.

 » Inventory the fountain-to-student ratios at 
each school.

 » Review available free promotional materials 
and curriculum for possible adoption.

 » Insure regular water fixture cleaning and quality 
auditing protocols are in place. 

 » Review and revise your district’s wellness policy 
to ensure it incorporates language and protocols 
about drinking water access, promotion and audit-
ing for water quality/cleanliness.

Questions to Ask

 » How might your district’s wellness policy better 
promote drinking water quality, access and promotion? 

 » What are your district’s water quality testing pro-
tocols?

 » What is the water fountain-to-student ratio at each 
school site? What should be the district’s standard?

 » How appealing are the drinking water delivery 
systems within your district?

 » Is the district currently utilizing any marketing ma-
terials to help promote drinking water?

 » Who are possible stakeholders within the district?

Resources

 » Operation: Hydration

 » Water Works Guide

 » ‘Tap into Health’ Water Promotion Toolkit

 » California Food Policy Advocates’ Water in Schools
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