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“What makes the desert beautiful is that somewhere it hides a well.”  ~Antoine de Saint-Exupery 
 

One of the beauties of teaching green in your classroom is the opportunity to develop sustainable 

practices for you and students. It might be easy to think of water as a ubiquitous part of your 

curriculum. You use water to practice measuring volume, density, mix solutions, study solubility, and 

wash glassware. How many lab sinks do you have? Turn it on, and the water flows. Even in Seattle, 

water appears abundant. Then I remember that only 1% of world’s water is available for us to use; 

water is a precious resource. As science educators we can teach wise use of water resources and 

deliberately reduce the water consumption and liquid waste in our classrooms. Why waste a good 

thing? Here are a few tips to reduce the drips, take stock in your wells, and teach the importance of 

careful consumption.  
 

Give a drip the slip:  

After measuring numerous kitchen and bathroom sink faucets, the USGS estimate the volume of a 

drip to be between 1/5 and 1/3 of a milliliter*.  A little drip ripples wide in terms of waste water. Use 

the on-line drip calculator to do the math. For example, if your classroom has five leaky faucets each 

dripping just two drips per minute that would equal 14,400 drips a day. That’s roughly three liters of 

wasted a day! It’s clear that drips need to be fixed, as quickly as possible. If your building facility 

paper-work is lengthy or work requests are slow, take it upon yourself this summer to learn a bit of 

basic plumbing to stop that drip. A few simple tools you have in the stock room will do the trick.  
 

Air it out: aerators  

While you are investigating the plumbing of your classroom sinks, consider installing an aerator head 

on each faucet. "Even though sinks are the smallest water use in the building we don't want to 

neglect it", says Beth Dolan, Seattle Public Schools Resource Conservation Specialist.  For less than a 

few dollars per faucet, you can greatly reduce your water consumption. A sink faucet may flow at 3-4 

gallons per minute; an aerator can reduce the flow to just 1 gallon per minute (GPM).   
 

Well, well, well:  

So you’ve fixed the drip and installed aerators. Now how can you continue to green-up your water 

ways? Imagine this lab: Students need practice measuring accurate volumes of water; lots of eye balls 

minding the meniscus. Or perhaps students need to measure the mass of a given volume of water in 

order to discover the density of water. They find the mass of 50 mL, 25 mL, 100 mL. Each time, 

students get water in a beaker from the sink. If you only have a few central sinks then a water cooler 

phenomena begins-- students let the water run, fill up, socialize a bit, then head back to their lab 

stations. There, they fill up the required volume in the graduated cylinder and then dump it down the 

drain, before repeating the filling, measuring, and dumping for the next volume amount. Each 

student will have tossed 175 mL of water down the drain. In a class of 30 that would be 5.25 liters. If 

you taught this lab to four sections, 21 liters of water (enough to meet the basic hydration 

requirements of 3 adults) would go to waste. 
 

Well, what about this? When I was a kid at camp the director used to sing The Kingston Trio’s song 

with the following chorus, “Take all the water you can hold, wash your face and cool your feet, but 

leave that bottle full for others, thank you kindly, Desert Pete.” Desert Pete was a camp standard; it 

stuck with me as a powerful lesson in sustaining resources and sharing what we have with others. So, 



inspired by Desert Pete, I’ve created classroom wells: bottles of water to be used as an “at-desk” 

water supply source.  
 

Collect a supply of 0.5 L bottles from recycling bins, give them a rinse and remove the labels. I’ve 

outfitted my well bottles with a subliminal and intentional message about water consumption that 

reads:  

Conserve Water! 
Water conservation is important for many reasons. By using less water we can save it for the fish and reduce the need for 

water diversion from lakes and streams. Because hydropower is our primary source of electricity, conserving water also 

ensures that we will have the capacity to produce renewable power. 
Water is a precious resource. Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle.  

Take only what you need, avoid spills, clean up, and reuse where possible.  

Thanks for your help in using water sustainably. 
 

Now, students measure from the well-source bottle. Not only is this a water-saving wellspring, but a 

well bottle can improve classroom management and accuracy in lab practice, while students focus at 

their lab stations instead of divining for water. You can reuse 100 mL numerous times per team, 

rather than letting the sink faucet run. When students are done with their volume of water they pour 

it back, and start again. 
 

Don’t poison the well:  

In situations where the lab waste is not merely water, you don’t want to poison the well; you can’t 

always pour it back.  In these lab scenarios such as creating mixtures, solutions, or suspensions you 

may want to provide a waste bucket. Localizing a waste bucket for each lab station reinforces that 

our practices do indeed generate waste. Greening up your science class might mean you offer a 

competition for the least waste possible, another way to foster accuracy and skill.  
 

What to do with that waste water? While some materials can be poured down the drain at the end of 

class, local or general sustainability practices and MSDS advice may dictate alternative disposal 

methods. If you mixed a solution you can separate the solutes by evaporation. Do you have a place 

you could collect and reclaim the solutes? Even if you don’t intend to reuse those solutes, you could 

then dispose of them in the trash, instead of down the drain, thus reducing your liquid waste.  
 

Go little; or well, go home.  

Less is more. Microquantities of materials and chemicals, including water, are a great way to make 

your classroom more sustainable. By revising procedures and adapting new equipment you can make 

a big difference in your water consumption and waste. Instead of using test tubes you might try using 

test-wells.  

 

Leave that bottle full for others, thank you kindly, Desert Pete.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
• How much water does a leaky faucet waste? <http://ga.water.usgs.gov/edu/sc4.html > June 28, 2010 

• Gary Forster, my camp director singing Desert Pete, < http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BRdNq71nJSw&feature=related>, June 28, 2010 


