IAQ Breath of



Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) called TAQ Tools for Schools Pro-
gram. The program kit is free to
schools and is available on the Inter-
net at www.epa.gov/iaq (click on the
schools button).

EPA Had the Answer

The EPA TAQ Tools for Schools Pro-
gram is a common-sense approach to
preventing IAQ problems by educat-
ing school-site and district staff on the
causes of TAQ problems and address-
ing problems as they develop by pro-
viding staff with a step-by-step
process for investigating complaints.

In implementing the program, our
district embraced the involvement of
the public as a legitimate partner and
opened the doors to complete and
honest communication. The program

arsenic, phenol, formaldehyde, and a
toxigenic mold, stachybotrys char-
tarum. The allegation was that these
sick people were ill due to exposure
to contaminants at school.

From the beginning, the district gov-
erning board stated its absolute com-
mitment to healthy and safe classrooms
for all students. The district responded
immediately by initiating air quality
tests conducted by independent envi-
ronmental experts and by notifying the
Los Angeles County Health Depart-
ment, the California Department of
Health Services (CDHS), and the EPA.

While we were waiting for the class-
room test results, subsequent claims
inundated the district from staff and
parents of other students, alleging
that, they too had been injured by
exposure to contaminants in the class-

Our painful journey began on Feb. 4, 1999, when we
received a note from a local physician asserting that
a student was “environmentally poisoned” as a result of
placement in a portable classroom. The student was
immediately moved to another classroom.

helps the school organize an on-site
indoor air quality team which, work-
ing cooperatively with district staff,
develops an JAQ management plan to
assess the condition of the school and
the activities of the occupants and
how these combine to affect the
school’s air quality indoors. We have
learned that when situations become
difficult and complex, there is no bet-
ter insurance a school district can
have than a healthy relationship with
its community based on a reputation
for openness, honesty, and inclusion.

The Gathering Clouds

Our painful journey began on Feb.
4, 1999, when we received a note
from a local physician asserting that a
student was “environmentally poi-
soned” as a result of placement in a
portable classroom. The student was
immediately moved to another class-
room. The local physician, presenting
himself as an expert in environmental
illnesses, became involved in testing
students and staff and claimed they
suffered from dangerous exposure to

room. During this time, an environ-
mental advocacy group held a press
conference identifying our classrooms
as a source of “dangerous environmen-
tal contamination.” Concern spread
like wildfire throughout our district as
parents mounted a class action lawsuit
against the district and the manufac-
turers of the portable classrooms.

Unfortunately, both daily operations
and the outstanding instruction that
characterizes Saugus schools were
severely impacted. Daily headlines in
three local newspapers screamed
phrases like, “Poisoning Children,”
“Classroom Air Dangerous?”, “Ill Pupil
Becomes Poster Child for Toxic Class-
room.” Amidst these bleak circum-
stances, the district responded to
claims as they arose with more class-
room testing to answer the tidal wave
of questions flooding the schools.

Testing, Testing
and More Testing

Finally, the test results began to
come in. In a pattern that was to be
repeated many times in the coming

Editor’'s Note:

A number of American Lung
Association local chapters are

receiving grants to assist school

districts in launching the IAQ
Tools for Schools Program. For

more information about this pilot
program, call 1-800-LUNG-USA

to be connected to your local
ALA chapter. Other resources
include the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency IAQ

Clearinghouse at 1-800-438-
4318 and the California

Department of Health Services
Web site at www.cal-iag.org.

months, samples of the air inside the
classrooms in question contained
fewer contaminants than are generally
found in the outside air. The experts
did recommend increasing ventilation,
as vents in several classrooms were not
providing maximum air exchange;
however, there was no scientific basis
for the allegations that the classrooms
had dangerous levels of toxins. Public
meetings were held to inform parents
and staff about the test results, and
results were posted on the district Web
site. Still, this had little to no impact on
reducing fears, and distrust of the dis-
trict continued to escalate. Despite the
district’s best efforts, it was always
behind the credibility curve and was
publicly vilified. Parents held meetings
in local parks with the media in tow.
Vandalism was evident at one school,
where community members took it
upon themselves to search for mold on
and under portable classrooms. Horri-
fying flyers were distributed through-
out the community, phone calls from
worried parents inundated the district
offices, and district personnel who
were mobilized to handle this issue
were personally blamed.

Searching for Help
In an effort to transform our reactive
policy into a proactive approach »



The most important benefit of the program is that it provides a safe, healthy, and
comfortable environment for students to learn and teachers to educate. Such a
cooperative effort pays off in dollars saved and strained relationships avoided in the event

that problems do develop.

and get ahead of the credibility curve,
we sought assistance from several
agencies. With the help of an indepen-
dent environmental toxicologist, SRF
Environmental, the CDHS, and the U.S.
EPA, the district aggressively began
shaping a proactive program to find
answers and restore the public trust
and credibility we had lost. The dis-
trict put together a two-pronged
response.

The First Prong

The EPA’s Tools for Schools Pro-
gram became the first prong address-
ing facilities and the classroom
environment. With the support of the
EPA, the district adopted and imple-
mented the program, trained staff and
updated housekeeping and mainte-
nance procedures. We initiated a
study of the ventilation of every
portable classroom in the district
including the operation of the HVAC
unit and the level of outside air being
brought in. While this evaluation was
in progress the district also contacted
all teachers, asking them to ensure
that the ventilation system was run-
ning whenever their rooms were
occupied.

Based upon data from the ventila-
tion study, classrooms were retrofitted
as needed with additional fans and
vents. We also updated the preventa-
tive maintenance program, increasing
the number of inspections of all HVAC
units to twice each year. The target of
this program had been to ensure that
all ventilation systems are working to
capacity and meeting the recommend-
ed 15 cubic feet per minute per occu-
pant of outside air. Carbon dioxide
monitoring was also conducted to
assess the adequacy of air exchange.

HEPA vacuums replaced the stan-
dard vacuum, as they remove extreme-
ly fine particulates that can cause
poor TAQ.All staff members now share
an awareness of how each of us con-
tributes to the status of IAQ, and we

are able to identify real problems
when they happen.

The most important benefit of the
program is that it provides a safe,
healthy, and comfortable environment
for students to learn and teachers to
educate. Such a cooperative effort
pays off in dollars saved and strained
relationships avoided in the event that
problems do develop. Full implemen-
tation of Tools for Schools continues
throughout our district today, provid-
ing the framework to ensure prompt
and practical response when the sta-
tus of TAQ is questionable.

The Second Prong

The second prong of our response
was the very expensive scientific
study of our classrooms to determine
whether there was cause for concern.
Highly sensitive environmental testing
of the classrooms revealed no evi-
dence of biological (fungus, mold, or
bacterial) or chemical (arsenic,
formaldehyde, or volatile organic com-
pounds) contaminants that were of
concern. An epidemiological study
was conducted and found no increase
in relative risk for children’s health
problems in portable classrooms. A
medical study, involving highly
respected medical specialists from
UCILA, found no evidence of sick chil-
dren other than illnesses related to
preexisting health conditions.

The Final Report

At the district’s request, the CDHS
Environmental Health Investigations
Branch investigated our IAQ issue and
concluded in a lengthy report that our
classrooms were safe. In answer to the
question, “Would you send your child
to this school’s portable classroom?”
CDHS investigators said, “Yes.” The
state report went on to say, “We would
feel especially comfortable if the
school district honored its environ-
mental policy and TAQ Tools for
Schools Program by conducting regu-

lar inspections, maintaining the HVAC
systems, and providing continuous
information and training to staff about
indoor air quality issues.” This was the
policy the district implemented and
continues to operate as the first prong
of its plan.

Lessons Learned

As the issue of creating healthful
indoor environments continues to
grow in the public’s consciousness, it
becomes imperative that districts
introduce and implement an effective
TAQ program. If not, a school district
could suffer irrevocable financial dam-
age, contentious litigation, and intense
community scrutiny. Most importantly
however, a smooth-running IAQ pro-
gram prevents serious medical ail-
ments in students, teachers, and all
district staff.

Although the original concerns that
prompted our introduction of the
Tools for Schools Program turned out
to be erroneous, our investigations did
reveal real TAQ issues common to
most schools relating to proper venti-
lation, preventive maintenance, and
source control. By taking control of
these issues and involving the commu-
nity, we now have a workable process
that will allow us to prevent problems
before they occur and address those
that may arise.

It’s far better to be at the
controls of the locomotive than to
have it slam into you while you’re
stalled on the tracks. [ ]

This article was written in a col-
laborative effort by Adina Neale, IAQ
coordinator and second-grade
teacher for Saugus Union School Dis-
trict; Mark Fulmer, then-assistant
superintendent for business services
at Saugus Union School District; and
Shelly Rosenblum, IAQ specialist for
the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency. Mr. Fulmer now serves as
assistant superintendent at Visalia
Unified School District.



