
 

Effective Access to Drinking Water in Schools  
What is it and why does it matter? 

Research Brief • March 2020 

 
Effective access to 

drinking water 
looks like this:  

 

Not this: 

Provide access to 
water that children 

can and want to 
drink. 

Effective Access means safe, free drinking water is available to all children.1  

Children and adolescents spend many hours at school, making schools an important 
setting in which to promote hydration and to model and support learning healthy 
habits.  Evidence-based access and promotion of drinking water at school is a cost-
effective2 way to increase water consumption and prevent childhood obesity.3,4 

 

Key strategies to provide effective water access in schools include: 

✓ Certify Drinking Water Safety  

 Students avoid drinking fountains over cleanliness and water quality concerns.5,6 

 Schools are responsible for assuring school drinking water meets safety standards 
for lead through testing and remediation (if needed) and for communicating 
results to the public.7 

✓ Place Accessible Drinking Water in Multiple Key Locations  

 Ensure free drinking water accessibility in the cafeteria during mealtimes and in 
key school locations throughout the day such as the main hall, gym, and 
playground.8,9 

 Provide water sources that are accessible to all, regardless of age or ability.9 

✓ Maintain Drinking Water Sources  

 A 2016 study in MA public schools found 30% of drinking water sources were 
broken or appeared dirty at any given time.10 

 Adequately maintaining the condition, appearance, quality and flow rate of 
drinking water sources improves accessibility and appeal.9,10,11 

✓ Use Water Dispensers with Both Appeal and Function 

 Dispensers such as bottle filling stations or bottle-less water coolers increase 
water intake more effectively than traditional drinking fountains.4,12 

 Students report higher satisfaction and intake with chilled water.12,13 

✓ Enable Use of Cups and Bottle Fillers 

 Research shows that providing a cup or other drinking vessel increases 
consumption. The average sip from a traditional fountain is only a few 
tablespoons of water.14 

✓ Promote Water as a Healthy Beverage  

 Provide material promoting drinking water near water sources.12,14  

 Ensure age- and culturally-appropriate water messaging5 and encourage staff to 
model healthy beverages choices and behaviors.8 

 Include strong and actionable drinking water language in local school wellness 
policies.15 

                                                                         



  

Why effective access to safe drinking water at no charge matters for all children. 

Water is essential for health and wellbeing.16  Children need to drink adequate water because they are more active and 
have a greater surface-to-mass ratio than adults.17 Yet, 1 in 2 children aged 6-19 in the U.S. are not adequately hydrated.18 

 Improving hydration status can support academic achievement by promoting cognition,19,20,21 focus22,23 and 
mood.23,24,25 

 Replacing sugar-sweetened beverages with water can reduce childhood obesity3,4 and cavities.26  

 Improving water access and promotion is especially important for low-income and minority children who are at higher 
risk for obesity,27 report more negative perceptions about tap water,5 and have poorer beverage intake habits.5,28 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is known about school drinking water access 

The 2014-15 USDA School Nutrition and Meal Cost Study reports that 95% of schools were observed to meet the HHFKA 

mandate to provide drinking water access at mealtimes.32 But under current federal laws, HHFKA compliance can simply 
mean having a drinking fountain somewhere in the cafeteria.  USDA observed: 

• Forty-nine percent of schools provided traditional drinking fountains within the cafeteria; fountains were available 
within 20 feet of the cafeteria in another 36% of schools.32 

• Fewer than 1 in 4 schools offered water dispensers or coolers in the cafeteria; only 3% of schools offered water 

bottle filling stations.32 

A national survey of youth found 57.3% reported drinking fountains or dispensers were widely available in their schools.33  

Observations in a representative sample of 240 California public schools found over 75% made water available.  However, 
none met the study’s criteria for excellence in access9 which include: 

 Safe tap water                                            Water access in key locations                      Updated water dispensers 

 Well-maintained drinking fountains       Adequate density of water sources  

 

How to better examine access to school drinking water 

Researchers from University of California Nutrition Policy Institute (NPI), Stanford University and University of Washington 

Center for Community Health developed, validated and feasibility-tested a photo-evidence tool to assess effectiveness of 
access to drinking water in schools and other community settings. The tool allows data collection through a Citizen 
Science approach.   The photo-evidence toolkit may be found here. 

 
 

Current Federal School Drinking Water Legislation 

The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, (HHFKA) Section 203 requires: 

• “Schools participating in the school lunch program under this Act shall make available to children free of charge, as 
nutritionally appropriate, potable water for consumption in the place where meals are served during meal service, 
including breakfast.” 29  

• In 2016 USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service issued a memorandum calling on all its regional offices and state 
agencies to ensure that children in the National School Lunch Program have access to drinking water that is both 
free and safe.30  

95% of U.S. schools participate in the National School Lunch Program, making this an opportunity for water access 
at no charge in school cafeterias for more than 50 million children.31 
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