Children’s Water Festival tricks kids into learning for the 10th year in a row


Think quick! You’ve got 1500 fifth graders standing before you. Do you: A) Turn and run the other way? B) Offer a $100 prize to the kid who can stay quiet the longest? C) Conduct a series of lessons on the intricacies of surface and groundwater hydrology?


Disguised as a party, the Children’s Water Festival brings 5th grade students from across the metro area together to learn about water. This year, the 10th Annual Children’s Water Festival was held on Wednesday, September 26 at the State Fair grounds. The theme, “Water connects everyone and everything on earth!” was reflected in lessons such as “Secret insides of fishes,” “FLUSH! The wastewater story,” and “Well, Well, Well!” During the course of the day, the students learned how water supports life, how human systems such as wells and wastewater treatment alter natural hydrology, and what they, as children, can do to help keep water resources clean. 


Students that attend Children’s Water Festival each year represent schools from around the metro area. This year’s participants included two classes from Afton-Lakeland School, three from Armstrong Elementary in Cottage Gove and three from Pine Hill Elementary in Cottage Grove. Teachers who wish to bring their students to the festival must apply nearly a year in advance and are entered into a lottery to win one of the coveted spots. 

During the festival, classes rotate through a series of learning stations, each manned by a different water-related organization. The thirty-minute lessons are long enough to convey a simple message but short enough to hold the attention of a group of squiggling fifth graders. Each class also spends time in the Water Arcade, a water-learning free-for-all, and attends an assembly style show put on by the Science Museum of Minnesota. 

One day of instruction about water issues may seem like only a drop in the bucket (I couldn’t resist!), but pre and post test scores for the students that attend Children’s Water Festival show a 30% increase in knowledge about issues such as water conservation and pollution prevention. Furthermore, the festival helps children to begin thinking about the ways that they interact with water everyday, and often leads to behavior changes at home. I still remember a water conservation themed assembly I attended in first grade, after which I began taking showers instead of baths to use less water. 

Locally, a number of people and organizations help to ensure that the Children’s Water Festival happens smoothly year after year. Staff at the Washington Conservation district chip in to gather donations for the festival, register volunteers and conduct presentations, while the Washington County Department of Public Health and Environment was instrumental in getting the very first Children’s Water Festival started ten years ago. Entertaining 1500 children while imparting valuable knowledge about our water resources may seem like a nightmare to some, but to the organizers of the Children’s Water Festival, its just plain fun. 
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