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Introduction

This paper utilizes Banathy’s methodology of a functions-structure model or “lens” to describe the Peterborough Children’s Water Festival (PCWF),  an annual educational event for children in grades 2 to 5 that raises awareness of the importance of water in our lives. The PCWF is based on a model originating at the Groundwater Foundation in Nebraska, U.S.A. and later promoted in Ontario by the Children’s Water Education Council (CWEC).  In May 2002, the PCWF began as a two day festival with the goal of educating children from Peterborough and the surrounding area about issues related to water and its importance in their lives. Since its beginning, the festival has been attended by over 7000 students, as well as 4000 adult volunteers. 

Image of the System

The Peterborough Children’s Water Festival started in 2002 as an idea between two organizations, the Peterborough Utilities Commission and Peterborough Green-Up, both of which shared the common goal of raising children’s awareness about the water and the environment. The Peterborough Utilities Commission provides treated drinking water to 75,000 people in the City of Peterborough, Ontario. Peterborough Green-Up is non-profit, community-based environmental organization with a mandate to provide a variety of educational programming related to water conservation, water quality, energy conservation, waste reduction, green space enhancement, air quality, climate change, and transportation. The idea quickly developed into a pilot project during the winter and spring of 2002, culminating in a two day festival in mid-May held outdoors at the Riverview Park and Zoo, with 800 students attending. 

Generic Purposes

The objectives of the PCWF are to educate children about the importance of water and its life-essential qualities.  The festival offers interactive, water education programming which promotes a “hands-on” learning environment, delivered in a manner conducive to two-way learning.  Emphasis is placed on communication to and with children, and focus is placed on the translation of technical information into details which are easily understood, and/or passed on by children of all ages. 

Specific Purposes

By initiating programming at the junior elementary level, this festival builds interest in water science and education at a very early age.  As these children continue to develop through senior elementary programming, they will be in a very good position to pass key messaging along to future generations in years to come.  

Everyone benefits from learning in an interactive setting.  Volunteers, teachers, and parent volunteers are happy to have the opportunity to gather information about water conservation, water protection, new water technologies, water science, and changing water attitudes.  But since the attitudes and behaviours of adults are some of the hardest things to change, it is children that can help influence change.  

Children learn easily and take what they learn home to their families.  In many cases, children can influence other family members to adopt more water efficient behaviour.  The water utility recognizes that a fun, educational environment for children to learn about water also creates an excellent public education tool.

System Specifications

The PCWF has been run annually since 2002, with a focus on children in grade 2 to 5 from Peterborough  and the surrounding region, and is based on a model originating at the Groundwater Foundation in Nebraska, U.S.A.  The PCWF has more than 35 “hands-on” activity centres that teach five main water themes; water technology, water science, water attitude, water conservation and water protection. 

PCWF is offered to schools free of cost.  With support from partners and sponsors, all costs, including busing are covered by the Festival. Numerous donors provide assistance in terms of funds, time, and resource materials. The ambition and determination of volunteers is also very important to making the event possible.  

Clients and Services

As of 2006 over 7000 students and 400 adult volunteers have participated in the PCWF and they take what they learn home to their families.  These children will grow up to become the next generation of volunteer leaders at future children’s water festivals.

Both teachers and students are provided with a resource kits containing water related facts, games, and activities.  Teacher resources kits include additional information and descriptions of each festival activity and allow for the learning to continue in the classroom.

PCWF forms part of the CWEC network of 18 festivals held throughout Ontario. While each Festival is tailored to meet the needs in their respective municipalities, many issues and activities remain consistent across the province.  Initially assisted by CWEC, the PCWF is now one of CWEC’s strongest proponents and partners.

Ownership of the System

An  organizing committee was formed, consisting of members from the Peterborough Utilities Commission, Riverview Park and Zoo, Peterborough Green-Up, the City of Peterborough, Otonabee Region Conservation Authority, Kawartha Pine Ridge District School Board, Lakefield Research, and Trent University. In 2002, the committee quickly adopted the "Children's Water Festival" model supported by CWEC.  This committee continues today using the common goal of water education, to achieve each organization’s expectations.

PCWF’s members come from all walks of life, and contribute a wealth of experience and knowledge in education, water science, project and program management, communication, technical writing, and conference and workshop facilitation. 

System’s Responsibility

The educational model and its 35 activities are designed to address learning strands in the Ontario provincial educational curriculum. Emphasis is placed on communication to and with children, and focus is placed on the translation of technical information into details which are easily understood, and/or passed on by children of all ages. Students explore the concepts of: 

· Water Conservation - The responsible use of water in our daily lives. 

· Water Attitudes - The historical and present day uses of water and attitudes toward water. 

· Water Technology - How water is treated, stored and distributed throughout the community. 

· Water Protection - The interdependence of water, soil, plants, animals and people, as well as positive steps to keep water clean. 

· Water Science - Focuses on the water cycle, surface and groundwater flow, and aquatic environments.

Surveys are completed every year by teachers, volunteers to assist the organizing committee in enhancing the activity centres and improving the educational experience for the children.

Relation to Systemic Environment

The PCWF organizing committee is made up of a number of volunteers from local businesses, government, not-for-profit organizations, and the education community who work together throughout the year in organizing these Festivals. There are many partners that are need to be involved with a festival of this scope and they are engaged from organizations within the Peterborough community in order to build a strong organizing committee. Developing many community partners helps to sustain the PCWF by securing local funding efforts, in-kind donations, volunteer recruitment, and educational programming support.

Volunteer organizing committees are the driving force and work hard to ensure a wide variety of volunteers at a Festival, from young adults through to seniors. The PCWF organizing committee works with area secondary school teachers as secondary school students form the core of volunteers at the Festival.

The PCWF is part of  a provincial network of water educational events and is a CWEC member. Its mission is to educate children about the importance of water conservation, protection, technology, and ecology through a variety of learning environments. Since 1994, close to 200,000 children and 40,000 accompanying adults have been in attendance at water festivals across Ontario. CWEC provides support materials and start-up help to any organization that wishes to begin a festival. Additional support and networking is provided through regularly held meetings with other festival organizing committee members from around Ontario. 

Response to Environmental Restraints

One of the challenges for a new festival organizing committee is to acquire or build activity centres. An organizing committee can utilize a pre-packaged set of proven activities, to experiment with a pilot Festival and then, work towards implementing a full scale festival in subsequent years. CWEC supplies a children’s water festival starter’s kit called “Just Add Water” to communities which provides 12 activity centres that can be easily setup. This pre-packaged set of activities enables an event to be piloted and prove value to stakeholders, this in turn attracts new partners, so that a full scale festival can be implemented in subsequent years.  

The CWEC manual entitled “How to Start a Children’s Water Festival” is also included with the “Just Add Water” trailer, and outlines all aspects required to ensure a successful festival including establishing a steering committee; choosing a venue; activity centres; teacher orientation; and rallying volunteers. CWEC and its network of other Children Water Festivals will provide advice and assistance on how to run a Festival.  

Feedback received from teachers and students indicate that teachers appreciate the opportunity to have their students learn about water in a fun setting.  They also appreciate having a valuable array of resources and activities that they could reference throughout the school year. 

World view of System members

Many people are becoming more concerned about environmental issues, especially water. They want to be more aware about water conservation and protection for future use, as these concepts can be discussed and managed right in the home. The success of children’s water festivals across the province, including PCWF, has been based on numerous factors; the festivals are designed to be fun and interactive, if students learn in a fun setting the message will have a lasting effect. 

Concluding Remarks

The PCWF has been a successful educational experience for many students over the last five years due to its ability to accept and adopt ideas from other people and organizations. These ideas and methods have helped the PCWF build an effective  educational event specifically tailored to the needs of its community. The  organizing committee is continually looking at ways to improve the educational material and the student’s experience at the festival.
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