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The Value of Environmentally 
Healthy Schools
By Rochelle Davis
Founding Executive Director, Healthy Schools Campaign

According to the National Retail Federation, American families spent more than $13 billion on
clothing, supplies and electronics getting their children ready to go back to school this year. Schools
spend billions more preparing classrooms, buildings and grounds to assist these students in the hard
work of getting of an education. 

Despite the investment of time and money by educators and parents, many schools have environmental problems that make them far
from conducive to the safety, health and learning of students and staff. Many are in fact counterproductive to the educational process,
contributing to the spread of infectious diseases and incidences of allergies and asthma. Some of these unhealthy environments factor into
increasing learning disabilities, school absenteeism, and other problems. The cost to families, schools, the community and society as a
whole is significant and rising. 

On the other hand, a healthy school can reduce illness, decrease absenteeism, increase levels of student achievement and improve teacher
productivity. Healthy indoor environments have been linked to better educational outcomes. An efficient school can help the environment
by consuming less energy and producing less pollution while reducing the amount of money schools spend on energy. 

What does it cost to get healthy schools? These are schools with good ventilation and plently of natural daylight, clean well-stocked bath-
rooms and policies that limit exposure to dust, chemicals, fumes and noise. They are also schools that offer nutritionally balanced foods,
comprehensive nutrition education, clean and pleasant eating areas, schedules that allow enough time for a healthy lunch and a commit-
ment to physical education. Most of these goals can be achieved at little or no additional cost to the schools or community simply by
becoming more mindful of the health impacts of current practices and adopting healthier policies and programs; substituting ÒgreenÓ
cleaning products and procedures for their more toxic counterparts; developing indoor air quality plans; or incorporating new thinking
into the way new schools are designed and built. State and federal government can invest more dollars in school maintenance and con-
struction to improve buildings and help schools access resources. Many other creative, cost-effective strategies are discussed in this issue. 

A healthy school is a real back-to-school bargain that can more than pay back the community on many levels. That is something to think
about as we search for the perfect backpack and running shoes.

OUR MISSION
To advocate for policies and model programs that allow students and
staff members to learn and work  in a healthy school environment.

OUR HISTORY
Since its launch in 2002, the Healthy Schools Campaign has
grown to become IllinoisÕ leading authority on healthy school 
environments and an increasingly powerful political voice for 
people who care about our environment, our children and education.

OUR PARTNERS
Wework with a broad network of individuals and organizations 
that includes parents, teachers, school administrators, students, public

health and education advocates, policymakers and community lead-
ers. Our 10 taskforces and committees engage more than 300 indi-
viduals representing over 200 organizations in HSC activities.

OUR WORK
Recognizing the connection between a clean environment, healthy
children and better education, we address the problems of asthma
and obesity by promoting school-based programs, practices and poli-
cies, such as green cleaning, healthy school design, healthy school
food choices and nutrition education.

To learn more about the Healthy Schools Campaign, visit our website
at www.healthyschoolscampaign.org or call (312) 419-1810.

ABOUT THE HEALTHY SCHOOLS CAMPAIGN



ach fall, parents go to great lengths to get
their children ready for school. But are our
schools really ready for our children? Every-
thing looks in order: the rooms are decorat-
ed, lesson plans are prepared, lockers are
assigned and books have been passed out.
But has anyone checked to make sure that
the schools are healthy, safe places for chil-
dren to learn? And what about the legions of
teachers returning to work Ð is the work
environment healthy for them? 

Unfortunately, the answer to these questions
is too often a resounding no. Each school day, some 53 million students
and five million staff attend our nationÕs schools, representing some 20%
of the American population. According to the United States Environ-
mental Protection Agency, half this population may be exposed to
unhealthy conditions: polluted indoor air, exposures to lead, asbestos,
chemical fumes, pesticides, molds and other toxins, overcrowding and
poor sanitation. And although children spend most of their waking hours
outside of home in school, until recently the quality of the school envi-
ronment has not received the attention it deserves.  

ÒSchools are required to do more than ever before, especially under ÔNo
Child Left Behind,ÕÓ said Rochelle Davis, Founding Executive Director of
the Healthy Schools Campaign. ÒGiven our high expectations for schools
and the limited funding they have to work with, itÕs not surprising that
for many administrators, school environmental health ends up on the
bottom of the Ôto doÕ list.Ó 

The Link Between the Environment, 
Health and Learning 
Unfortunately, both student health and student learning suffer when a
low priority is placed on school environmental conditions.  Research
shows a clear link between poor indoor air quality, sick students and
teachers, and poor academic and occupational performance. Poor indoor
air quality has also been linked to allergies, infectious diseases, chronic
sinusitis, headaches, and a variety of respiratory diseases, as well as learn-
ing and behavior disorders.   

Research also indicates that the impact on childrenÕs health and learning
is both significant and long-term. On the basis of body weight, children
drink more fluids, eat more food and breathe more air than do adults.
Therefore, their exposure to pesticides and other contaminants in food,
water or air pollutants, pound for pound, is greater than that of adults.
ÒResearch shows that exposure to several different toxic substances has been
associated with a shortened attention span and other neuro-developmental
problems that can impact learning and IQ. Some of the alterations can be

irreversible,Ó said  Myrtis Sullivan, M.D.,
Clinical Assistant Professor, University of
Illinois-Chicago, School of Public Health.  

Furthermore, asthma is on the rise in children
and is the number one cause of school absen-
teeism due to a chronic condition. The
American Lung Association has found that
children miss more than 14 million school
days each year because of asthma exacerbated
by poor indoor air quality. Schools that serve
low-income and minority students have some
of the highest incidence of asthma.

Efforts to Improve Indoor Air Quality 
Indoor air quality is one of the most critical environmental issues in
schools, where airborne pollutants can include dirt, dust, lead, asbestos
fibers, chemical vapors, carbon monoxide and other gases, pesticides, bac-
teria, molds, pest droppings, diesel exhaust, and many other contaminants
from equipment (such as photocopiers and computers). Contaminants
can also come from surfaces in the building, cleaning products, paints and
floor finishes, carpets, other occupants of the building, buses, the outdoor
air or result from demolition or construction activities.

In serious cases, schools have had to be shut down and students and staff
moved to temporary facilities when air-quality-related health problems
became overwhelming. One of the most infamous examples in Illinois
occurred in 2001 when St. Charles East High School was forced to close as a
result of a toxic mold infestation. It cost taxpayers over $25 million dollars.

ÒPreventive action is a much better way to go,Ó said Retired Superintendent
Ron Gibson of Naperville District #203. Gibson saw the high cost and dis-
ruption that resulted from St. CharlesÕ experience, so he elected to imple-
ment an Indoor Air Quality planning process that allowed him to identify
and head off any potential problems before they turned into costly crises.

ÒThe cost of putting together an IAQ plan was mostly the reallocation of
the existing maintenance budget and it more than paid for itself in avoid-
ing the high cost of an environmental disaster. But the most important
benefit cannot be measured in money. By providing a healthy indoor
environment, I was providing the best learning environment possible for
students,Ó said Gibson.

Early in 2005, the Healthy Schools Campaign worked with the
Illinois General Assembly to promote legislation that would require
schools to develop IAQ policies. Sponsored by Illinois Representative
Karen May (D-58th) and Senator Kimberly A. Lightford (D-
Westchester), the bills would require schools to act proactively to
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provide a healthy environment. While the
bills lost by a few votes, the sponsors plan to
reintroduce them again next year. 

ÒIt takes the coordinated efforts of all the
schoolÕs stakeholders to develop an indoor air
quality policy,Ó said Senator Lightford. ÒWe
want to see school districts bring together par-
ents, teachers, custodial staff, board members
and other concerned citizens to openly discuss
school environmental health and put together a
policy that enhances the well-being of students,
teachers and staff. We will continue to work
toward a bill that makes that happen.Ó

Schools Going Green 
Schools and other institutions are beginning to
recognize that traditional cleaning products can
contain harmful chemicals that can cause can-
cer, reproductive disorders, major organ dam-
age, and permanent eye damage. These clean-
ing chemicals are also routinely washed down
the drain where they find their way into drink-
ing water, lakes and streams, adversely affecting
plant and animal life, threatening public health
and adding to the general level of pollution.

Those who spend much of their time
indoorsÑ office workers, students, and health-
care patientsÑ are particularly susceptible to
health problems caused by cleaning chemicals.
The three million janitors who keep the coun-
tryÕs buildings clean also experience unnecessar-
ily high injury rates, with six out of every 100
injured because of the chemicals they are using.

Luckily safer ÒgreenÓ cleaning products are readily
available and easy to find. They work just as well
or better than traditional products and can be
equally cost-effective. ÒGreenÓ products are those
that are recognized as having less damaging impact
on both human health and the environment than
existing products.

ÒWe know these products and practices
work as well if not better than traditional
cleaners, and most important, do so while
minimizing risks to students and staff,Ó said
HSCÕs Davis. ÒWith training, we have
found that custodial staff embrace the new
products and techniques and can become

champions for
change in their
own right.Ó

Integrated
Pest
Management
Integrated Pest
Management (IPM)
is a proven method
of pest control that
emphasizes simple,
inexpensive prevention practices that cause the
least harm to people and the environment. IPM
focuses on eliminating the cause of pests by mini-
mizing access to food, water, and hiding places. 

Illinois passed two laws in 1999 that require
public schools to adopt safer methods of pest
control inside school buildings. Districts must
also notify parents and school staff of pesti-
cide application both inside and outside
school buildings.

ÒParents and others from the community should
check to see if their schools are complying with
pest control regulations, and if not, encourage
them to do so,Ó said Rachel Rosenburg,
Executive Director of the Safer Pest Control
Project (SPCP). Information and tools to assist
parents are available at www.spcpweb.org.

ÒAlthough there has been good progress
on changing pest management practices
insideschools, the law does not apply to areas
outside the school,Ó said Mark Bishop, HSC
Deputy Director. ÒOur goal in the future is to
address the total school environment by includ-
ing the school exterior and grounds.Ó

Better Building Design 
Ultimately, environmentally healthy schools
should start from the ground up. In recognition
of that fact, a movement is underway to incor-
porate Òhealthy, high-performing standardsÓ
into the design of new schools as well as into
the construction and renovation process.  

Schools built following healthy, high-perform-
ing criteria promote the health and well-being
of students, faculty and staff and support aca-

demic achievement and optimal social/ emo-
tional development. In fact, a recent Boston
University study of the Los Angeles Unified
School District showed a correlation between
compliance with health and safety standards
and improved scores on the Academic
Performance Index (API).

ÒHealth and academic achievement are the
most important impetus for a healthy school
design,Ó said Stuart Brodsky, Project Director
for OWP/P Architects. ÒBut it also increases
student attendance and decreases teacher sick
days, creating a real bottom line financial
incentive for school districts.Ó 

The Healthy Schools Campaign is working
with a statewide task force to develop and dis-
seminate a guidance document covering key
issues associated with healthy, high-performing
school design, such as environmentally prefer-
able building materials and techniques, use of
daylight, responsive heating and ventilation,
and related issues.

ÒHealthy and high performing requirements
are beginning to show up in almost any
request for proposal that we see,Ó said
Brodsky. ÒIt is exciting to see schools
embrace these healthy and energy efficient
concepts which serve the students, staff and
the community so well.Ó

HSC is also advocating for designs that
will have a positive behavioral impact on
student health, such as kitchens with
equipment for making healthy foods (e.g.
grills instead of fryers) and hallways
designed to discourage bullying.
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Betty J. Wine, Retired Teacher, 
Naperville School District

HSC board member Betty J. Wine has 
been appointed to the Illinois Education
AssociationÕs new statewide Indoor Air
Quality Committee. We interviewed her
about her involvement in and goals for 
the new initiative.

Betty J. Wine is not someone to sit idly by
and allow a problem to go unaddressed. A
veteran high school science teacher, her
training as a microbiologist taught her that
just because you couldnÕt see something,
didnÕt mean it wasnÕt there. 

In the case of her classroom at Naperville
Central High School, that something con-
sisted of airborne contaminants that aggra-
vated her sinuses and produced a persistent
cough that became so bad she considered
leaving the profession she loved. Not even
multiple surgeries helped. Based on WineÕs
informal poll, as many as 40% of her col-
leagues in surrounding classrooms reported
persistent respiratory symptoms and many
expressed thoughts of leaving their jobs.

Armed with a letter from her ear-nose-
throat specialist that implicated the indoor
environment in her symptoms, Betty went
to her administrator and convinced him to
act before the problem ended up as a court
case. As a result, the buildingÕs ventilation
system eventually underwent a million dol-
lar renovation and became a model of how
to approach solving indoor air quality
problems in the 21 aging and stressed high
schools, middle schools and elementary
schools in the booming district. One key 
step was setting up an IAQ committee, 

based on the EPAÕs "Tools for Schools"
program. NapervilleÕs efforts were recog-
nized nationally by the EPA for excellence
in 2003. 

ÒMany people are afraid to speak up
because they donÕt want to be seen as com-
plainers,Ó says Wine. ÒBut things will only
change if people come forward and talk
about what theyÕre experiencing.Ó

Working with her union liaison, Wine was
able to bring the issue to a different level
by helping the Illinois Education Associa-
tion recognize that this problem wasnÕt just
one school districtÕs problem, but something
that affects the work environment for all
teachers. This effort bore fruit this year
when the IEA established a statewide IAQ
committee consisting of four teachers and
four staff from different parts of the state.  

In WineÕs view, the committee has two
important tasks before it. One is to
increase awareness of the problem. Despite
evidence to the contrary, few people seem
to make the connection between indoor air
quality and health. Wine hopes to educate
other districts about the scope of the prob-
lem, its potential costs and how to go
about developing solutions through the
collaboration of administrators, teachers,
students, parents, board members and
other community members. Second, Wine
hopes that the committee will help acceler-
ate IAQ-related policy change at the state
level by mobilizing teachers and adminis-
trators to discuss the issue. 

One thing Wine knows for sure: it will
take time. It took more than five years
from the point at which she began investi-
gating her classroomÕs environment until
change fully took root. ÒItÕs a long term
education process, but we can get some-
thing done if weÕre not afraid to speak 
up,Ó she says.
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Who Will Earn 
the Green Flag?

The Healthy Schools Campaign recently
began working with local community groups
to implement Green Flag Programs. Green
Flag is a national program sponsored by the
Center for Health, Environment and Justice
designed to help communities make their
schools healthier places to learn and to edu-
cate students about environmental issues.  

As the official Illinois coordinator, the
Healthy Schools Campaign is training 20-25
leaders from eight community groups and
two schools, who will be able to make an
impact on dozens of schools throughout the
Chicago area. 

ÒWe see this program as a way to inspire and
empower the leadership that already exists at
the community level to bring greater envi-
ronmental awareness to their local schools,Ó
said Guillermo Gomez, Chicago Director of
the Healthy Schools Campaign.  

With each positive step that school commu-
nities take, the Green Flag Program presents
awards to the school and students, culminat-
ing in the presentation of the Green Flag
Award for Environmental Leadership. 

For more information, contact Chicago
Director, Guillermo Gomez at 
(312) 419-1810 or 
ggomez@healthyschoolscampaign.org.

ÒHealthy, high-performing school design
brings it all together into one package,Ó said
Davis. ÒIt not only addresses every aspect of
environmental health, it incorporates our
work on school food and physical activity Ð
helping children thrive on every level.Ó 



chools teaching the familiar ABCÕs often have
another ÒAÓ in their midst: Asthma. Asthma is
on the rise in school age children and is a daily
concern to parents, teachers, administrators,
school nurses and even other students. How can
the school help address problems associated with
asthma, and how can parents work best with
schools to prevent attacks and manage their
childÕs symptoms?

ÒChicago has the highest asthma mortality rate in
the nation, a fact that has not only impacts our
childrenÕs health, but also affects learning and
social development,Ó says Rochelle Davis,
Founding Executive Director of Healthy Schools
Campaign. ÒSchools are at the front lines of the
war on asthma, and thereÕs a lot they can do to
help manage childrenÕs symptoms and prevent
attacks, so they can stay healthy and learn.Ó 

According to recent studies, there are dispropor-
tionately high rates of asthma and obesity among
Latino children in Chicago. In West Town, an
area on the north side of Chicago with a large
Puerto Rican population, asthma has been doc-
umented in 28% of children, and 73% of its
children are overweight or obese.  Another area
with alarmingly similar statistics is Little Village
on the South side, with a predominantly Mexi-
can population. HSC is leading a community-
based partnership funded by a
four-year $1 million grant from
the National Institute of Environ-
mental Health Sciences  designed
to address these disparities.

A Treatable and
Manageable Condition
Asthma is treatable and manage-
able. The school nurse as well as

a family doctor can help recognize asthma, and
help prevent or reduce asthma symptoms and
emergency room visits. Many cases are easily
treated at home, and doctors may prescribe med-
ication and perhaps an inhaler. An asthma attack
may be mild, moderate or severe and usually
includes symptoms such as coughing, wheezing,
and fast or difficult breathing. Some children are
especially sensitive to environmental triggers. An
attack may be touched off by irritants such as
cold air, smoke, chemicals, dust, animal dander,
pollen or mold, as well as stress or exertion. 

Knowing the triggers that affect each individual
child can help school personnel and parents pre-
vent attacks before they happen. This can involve
making changes such as switching to less harsh
cleaning products, eliminating or limiting the
use of pesticides, cleaning and/or repairing heat-
ing or ventilation systems, and making sure the
school is free of dust and mold.  

How to Manage Asthma at School 
Information is a critical component for manag-
ing asthma at school. The school must be
informed about a child with asthmaÕs condition,
how severe it is, what the known triggers are,
what medications the child is taking and any side
effects. The school should also have two impor-
tant documents on file: An Asthma Action Plan,
and Peak Flow Meter Readings.

ItÕsalso important to provide a medical permis-
sion form that states whether a child with asth-
ma should have an inhaler at school.  All schools
in Illinois are required to allow asthmatic chil-
dren with proper documentation who can self-
medicate to carry their inhaler in school.

Communicate this informa-
tion to the school nurse.

Parents should keep in touch
with coaches, teachers, and
other personnel to determine
if asthma is interfering with
class participation, physical
education or other activities.

The Asthma Action Plan
ÒEvery child should have a completed Asthma
Action Plan on file at his or her school,Ó states
Dr. Cindy Mears, a member the Illinois Chapter
of the American Academy of Pediatrics and chair
of the school health committee. ÒThe Asthma
Action Plan helps everyone access critical infor-
mation at the right time.Ó

A sample Asthma Action Plan can be down-
loaded from the website of the American Lung
Association (www.lungusa.org) or The American
Academy of Pediatrics (www.aap.org). This docu-
ment provides the school with quick informa-
tion about the right action to take in an asthma
emergency. 

Peak Flow Meter Readings
Children with moderate to severe asthma, whose
medications need to be adjusted periodically, may
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A Few Facts About Asthma

€  M o r e  t h a n  1 4  m i l l i o n  s c h o o l  d a y s  a r e

m i s s e d  a n n u a l l y  d u e  t o  a s t h m a

€ M o r t a l i t y  f r o m  a s t h m a  i n  C h i c a g o  i s  a m o n g

t h e  h i g h e s t  i n  t h e  n a t i o n  f o r  5  … 3 4  y e a r  o l d s

€  C h i c a g o •s  a s t h m a  h o s p i t a l i z a t i o n  r a t e  i s

n e a r l y  d o u b l e  t h e  n a t i o n a l  a v e r a g e .

Schools Should: 
€  K n o w  t h e  s e v e r i t y  a n d  c o m m o n  t r i g g e r s .

€  M a i n t a i n  a  r e c o r d  o f  m e d i c a t i o n s  a n d  

p o s s i b l e  s i d e  e f f e c t s .

€  H a v e  a n  A s t h m a  A c t i o n  P l a n  a n d  P e a k  F l o w

M e t e r  r e a d i n g s  o n  f i l e  w i t h  t h e  s c h o o l  n u r s e .

€  S w i t c h  t o  e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y  f r i e n d l y  c l e a n i n g

p r o d u c t s  a n d  a d o p t  i n t e g r a t e d  p e s t  c o n t r o l

t e c h n i q u e s .  

Parents Should:
€  K n o w  t h e  s c h o o l •s  p o l i c y  o n  c a r r y i n g  a n d

u s i n g  i n h a l e r s .

€  T e a c h  c h i l d r e n  t o  u s e  a n  i n h a l e r  a n d / o r  s e e

t h e  s c h o o l  n u r s e  w h e n  h e l p  i s  n e e d e d .

€  H a v e  a  d o c t o r  p r o v i d e  a  m e d i c a l  

p e r m i s s i o n  f o r m .  

€  S i g n  a  r e l e a s e  f o r m  t o  e a s i l y  s h a r e  m e d i c a l

i n f o r m a t i o n  b e t w e e n  h o m e  a n d  s c h o o l .  

€  E s t a b l i s h  a  p e a k  f l o w  m e t e r  r e a d i n g  t o

k e e p  o n  f i l e  w i t h  t h e  s c h o o l  n u r s e .

€  C o m m u n i c a t e  w i t h  t e a c h e r s ,  c o a c h e s ,  t h e

s c h o o l s  n u r s e  a n d  o t h e r s  t o  s t a y  a w a r e  o f

m e d i c a l  c h a n g e s  a n d  p o t e n t i a l  t h r e a t s  i n

t h e  s c h o o l  e n v i r o n m e n t .  

€  A d v o c a t e  f o r  c h a n g e s  i n  c l e a n i n g  a n d

m a i n t e n a n c e  p r o d u c t s  a n d  p r a c t i c e s  t o

i m p r o v e  t h e  s c h o o l  h e a l t h  e n v i r o n m e n t .  

W O R K I N G  W I T H  S C H O O L S

S



chools teaching the familiar ABCÕs often have
another ÒAÓ in their midst: Asthma. Asthma is
on the rise in school age children and is a daily
concern to parents, teachers, administrators,
school nurses and even other students. How can
the school help address problems associated with
asthma, and how can parents work best with
schools to prevent attacks and manage their
childÕs symptoms?
ÒChicago has the highest asthma mortality rate in
the nation, a fact that has not only impacts our
childrenÕs health, but also affects learning and
social development,Ó says Rochelle Davis,
Founding Executive Director of Healthy Schools
Campaign. ÒSchools are at the front lines of the
war on asthma, and thereÕs a lot they can do to
help manage childrenÕs symptoms and prevent
attacks, so they can stay healthy and learn.Ó 

According to recent studies, there are dispropor-
tionately high rates of asthma and obesity among
Latino children in Chicago. In West Town, an
area on the north side of Chicago with a large
Puerto Rican population, asthma has been doc-
umented in 28% of children, and 73% of its

children are overweight or obese.  Another area
with alarmingly similar statistics is Little Village
on the South side, with a predominantly Mexi-
can population. HSC is leading a community-
based partnership funded by a four-year $1 mil-
lion grant from the National Institute of Environ-
mental Health Sciences  designed to address these
disparities.

A Treatable and Manageable
Condition
Asthma is treatable and manageable. The school
nurse as well as a family doctor can help recog-
nize asthma, and help prevent or reduce asthma
symptoms and emergency room visits. Many
cases are easily treated at home, and doctors may
prescribe medication and perhaps an inhaler. An
asthma attack may be mild, moderate or severe
and usually includes symptoms such as cough-
ing, wheezing, and fast or difficult breathing.
Some children are especially sensitive to environ-
mental triggers. An attack may be touched off by

irritants such as cold air, smoke, chemicals, dust,
animal dander, pollen or mold, as well as stress or
exertion. 

Knowing the triggers that affect each individual
child can help school personnel and parents pre-
vent attacks before they happen. This can involve
making changes such as switching to less harsh
cleaning products, eliminating or limiting the
use of pesticides, cleaning and/or repairing heat-
ing or ventilation systems, and making sure the
school is free of dust and mold.  

How to Manage Asthma at School 
Information is a critical component for manag-
ing asthma at school. The school must be
informed about a child with asthmaÕs condition,
how severe it is, what the known triggers are,
what medications the child is taking and any side
effects. The school should also have two impor-
tant documents on file: An Asthma Action Plan,
and Peak Flow Meter Readings.

ItÕsalso important to provide a medical permis-
sion form that states whether a child with asth-
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Michelle Obama, wife of
U.S. Senator Barack Obama,
knows firsthand about the
challenges of managing a
childÕs asthma, particularly at

school. Her older daughter Malia, now 7, was diagnosed with
mild asthma and allergies when she was a toddler. Here she
shares her thoughts on how schools and families can work
together to help manage asthma in children. 

ÒLuckily for us, the school has been very helpful in
monitoring Malia and noting when there seemed to
be something that triggered her asthma and allergies.
The teachers know her well and quickly see when
there is a change in her personality. While asthma has
not prevented her from leading a full life at school,
the school building is old, and like many old build-
ings, has mold and dust, which can trigger her asth-
ma. The teachers have been compassionate and

understanding, as well as communicative, when they
see a change in her condition. 

ÒWeÕveseen examples where the school has really worked
hard to help children with conditions like my daughterÕs.
When she was in nursery school, there was a child in her
group who had very severe allergies. Together, the school,
parents and teachers worked to improve conditions Ð for
instance, adding a humidifier to the room.  

ÒOur school overall has been very helpful.  They remem-
ber that parents of a child with asthma or allergies are
people too, and that they often need information and
help. Parents really need to be educated about asthma:
what it is, what the symptoms are, how to recognize
signs of an attack, and what the possible triggers are. I
believe that schools in general could take a few steps fur-
ther to educate parents about what is going on. Parents
need to know the facts: Asthma is a manageable condi-

tion, and schools can help bridge the gap so that fami-
lies become better informed and more aware. 

ÒWhat kind of advice would I give to parents of an asth-
matic child? First of all, donÕt be afraid of medications.
Get informed about them, as there is a lot of misinfor-
mation that parents may hear and that makes them hes-
itant to have the child medicated. Asthma medications
have evolved and many have no noticeable side effects.
Secondly, do what it takes to help make your child more
comfortable. Perhaps that means removing carpeting in
the house, making sure there is no dust, or not having a
pet. We did these things and it made a big difference in
how our daughter feels. It might mean urging the school
to make changes in the products they use to clean or
updating the heating or cooling system to improve
indoor air quality and other conditions. ItÕs worthwhile
to take these simple steps in order to help Malia grow
and be happy. ThatÕs really the bottom line.Ó

A ParentÕs Perspective on Asthma: Talking with Michelle Obama



The Toolbox

he importance of indoor air quality (IAQ)
cannot be overstated. Good IAQ gives every-
one in the school a sense of well-being and
helps productivity. In contrast, poor indoor
air quality can cause illnesses leading to
absences and poor performance, as well as
serious health problems. 

An Indoor Air Quality Plan can be a valu-
able tool for addressing and preventing envi-
ronmental problems. A concerned parent,
teacher, school administrator, health profes-
sional or community leader can help
improve their schoolÕs environmental health
by initiating an IAQ planning process. Here
are some steps to take to create and follow
through on a school IAQ plan: 

1 .  S t a r t  b u i l d i n g  y o u r  e n v i r o n -

m e n t a l  t e a m . Putting an Indoor Air
Quality Plan in place is an ongoing process
and requires the cooperation and input of a
number of people. If you have concerns
about the environment of the school, itÕs
likely that others do too, and youÕll want to
include them in your approach. YouÕll need
a team to take a comprehensive look at the
schoolÕs environmental picture. The team
will function best with members of all the
schoolÕs stakeholders involved, including
teachers, administrative staff, facility opera-
tors, maintenance engineers, school nurses
and other health officers, school board rep-
resentatives, and contract service providers
for services such as pest control and
HVAC servicing.     

This team will need to determine the I A Q

T e a m  C o o r d i n a t o r . The CoordinatorÕs

main function is leadership and team
management. He or she will coordinate
the Environmental Team, encourage
them to work together and provide infor-
mation for team members. This person
will implement the IAQ Plan. In addi-
tion, this leader will determine if outside
professional help is needed in emergen-
cies and will coordinate their activities.
Finally, the Coordinator is responsible for
disseminating environmental informa-
tion, registering environmental com-
plaints, properly directing the responses
and communicating environmental issues
to school administrators, staff, students,
parents and the press. The Coordinator
does not need to be an expert in environ-
mental issues, he or she just needs to be
willing to work with school community
members to solve problems.

2 .  C h o o s e  a  M o d e l  I n d o o r  A i r

Q u a l i t y  M a n a g e m e n t  P l a n . There
are a number of flexible IAQ Management
Plans available for use in schools for free.
Your team must choose one that will work
well for the school. A great starting point
is the EPAÕs Tools For Schools. It can also
help you do your homework on radon,
integrated pest management, lead, mold
and other common school contaminants.
Moreinformation can be found at
www.epa.gov/iaq/schools/.

3 .  A s s e s s  c u r r e n t  s t a t u s  o f

y o u r  s c h o o l . The coordinator and the
environmental team will conduct walk-
throughs of the school to perform visual

inspections, begin logging the inspections,
and assess the status of known environ-
mental hazards including radon, pest con-
trol, mold, and lead. 

4 :  E s t a b l i s h  I n t e r v a l s  f o r  I A Q  

C h e c k l i s t s . It is recommended that
the Coordinator complete an IAQ check-
list at least once, or optimally, twice year-
ly. At this point, the team should make
recommendations on repair and upgrade
priorities and set a schedule for following
through on these improvements. 

5 .  I n f o r m  t h e  A p p r o p r i a t e

C o m m i t t e e s  a n d  G r o u p s .

Implementation support may be needed
from school committees, such as the
Health, Life, and Safety Committee, or
the local PTA. You may choose to brief
these groups in person on your recom-
mendations.

6 . E s t a b l i s h  I n d o o r  A i r  Q u a l i t y

P o l i c i e s  a s  N e e d e d . There are 
some practices affecting IAQ that may
require written policies from school manage-
ment to ensure that everyone understands
their impact on indoor air quality. These
might include, but are not limited to, pest
control practices, authorization to adjust
ventilation control, use of paints during
school hours and green cleaning programs.

With your plan in hand, you can do much
toward improving the well-being of school 
occupants, being informed about potential 
hazards and being ready to take action in 
emergency situations.

Assembling a Workable 
Indoor Air Quality Plan

6 healthy schools 
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here are many good reasons to go green in
cleaning, says Steve Ashkin, president of  The
Ashkin Group LLC, a consulting firm specializ-
ing in green cleaning. ÒWe clean to help protect
the health of people by controlling exposures to
things that can make them sick. ItÕs a low-cost
health intervention strategy. What we clean
with and how we clean has a big impact on the
inhabitants of a school or house,Ó says Ashkin.

Cleaning is a big business. The industry con-
sumes six billion pounds of chemicals annually,
including those that produce serious health haz-
ards. It generates 4.5 billion pounds of paper prod-
ucts and requires the cutting of 35 million trees
annually. ÒIdeally, green cleaning involves more
than just changing products,Ó says Ashkin. ÒIt also
involves good environmental stewardship, includ-
ing actions such as fixing dripping faucets, turning
off unused lights, and reducing paper waste.Ó

ÒItÕs not that traditional products are so bad,Ó
explains Ashkin, ÒitÕs just that products have
evolved and there are many available that have
lower health and environmental impacts compared
to similar products.Ó

Cleaning must fit into the mission of the organi-
zation in which it takes place. ÒCleaning is not an
isolated act. Cleaning in a school must help in 

its mission to aid in learning, as
cleaning in a hospital must aid in its
mission to heal,Ó he says.    

Hereare SteveÕs suggestions for
cleaning to make schools healthier places:

1. Follow a written cleaning plan. 
American Society for Testing and Materials
E1971-98, addresses requirements for occu-
pants with existing health conditions or sensi-
tivities, geographical settings, age of building
and seasonal occurrences.        

2. Use entryway systems to trap dirt.
Up to 90% of dirt enters a building on shoes.
Properly designed and cleaned entryway sys-
tems prevent dirt, dust, pollen and other con-
taminants from being tracked in. 

3. Review floor care products and 
practices. Burnishing, stripping and recoat-
ing floors can create real IAQ health hazards
from volatile organic compounds and particu-
lates that impact both school occupants and
the maintenance staff. New products that are
free of heavy metals are now available, as well
as equipment that can capture the particles
before they can be inhaled.  

4. Use environmentally preferable 
cleaning products. Newer products offer

comparable performance while
reducing the impact on school
occupantsÕ health and the environ-
ment. Look for products which

meet ÒgreenÓ specifications such as Green Seal. 

5. Use biobased/renewable resource
cleaning products. For over a century,
petroleum has been the base of choice for clean-
ing products. Although it has many beneficial
properties, petroleum is nonrenewable. Today,
however, there are many products based on
renewable sources such as corn, soy, coconuts
and citrus fruits. These products are better for
the environment due to their renewability as
well as the less harsh compounding practices
associated with them. 

6. Use concentrated products. 
Concentrates reduce the amount of packaging,
which also benefits the environment and
reduces cleaning costs.

The Ashkin Group LLC regularly conducts High
Performance Healthy Cleaning workshops for insti-
tutions and publishes an electronic newsletter,
Destination Green, designed to accelerate demand
for green cleaning products. The firmÕs website is
www.theashkingroup.com.

Green Cleaning Hints from Steve Ashkin

The world of green cleaning, while relatively new,
has been around long enough to have spawned a
number of products and equipment claiming to be
green. But how do you recognize the Òreal dealÓ Ð
products that both clean effectively and safeguard
the environment? Fortunately, schools and other
institutions can refer to the following four national
standards to identify environmentally friendly
products, equipment and cleaning procedures: 

Green Seal
Green Seal is an independent, not-for-profit organiza-
tion that objectively identifies and promotes products
and services Òthat cause less toxic pollution and waste,
conserve resources and habitats, and minimize global

warming and ozone depletion.Ó Green Seal require-
ments and recommended products may be viewed at
http://greenseal.org/certproducts.htm#cleaners.

Carpet and Rug Institute Green Label
Low-emitting carpeting along with effective carpet
and rug cleaning equipment can positively impact
indoor air quality. CRIÕs Green Label program
requires low VOC equipment that effectively
removes soil, contains dust and helps the carpet
retain a good appearance.   

U.S. EPA Recycle Standards
As part of its Ôbuy-recycled programÓ the EPA offers
recommendations for recycled content levels in paper

products. A database of manufacturers and suppliers
of products meeting Comprehensive Procurement
Guidelines can be found at www.epa.gov/cpg.

American Society for Testing and Materials
ASTM publishes E1971-98 Standard Guide for
Stewardship in Cleaning, which outlines Òthe stew-
ardship of cleaning and housekeeping operationsÓ for
institutional and commercial buildings designed Òto
maximize eco-efficiency, and to minimize adverse
impacts on building occupants, cleaning personnel,
the building structure itself, and the environment.Ó
ASTM standard E1971-98 may be accessed at
www.astm.org.

A Quick Guide to Standards for Green Cleaning Products

T



TOXIC
CLEANER

any conventional cleaning chemicals used
separately or in combination can adversely
affect students, janitorial staff and others who
work in schools. Some of the problems
resulting from use of highly toxic chemicals
include leaving harmful residues, producing
noxious odors and poisonous fumes as a result
of improper mixing, and storage and disposal
problems. 

The Chicago Public Schools are among the
nationÕs leaders in environmentally friendly
school cleaning. The Healthy Schools
Campaign has been involved in advising CPS
on green cleaning products and policies,
implementing a pilot program and training
building engineers. 

Together, CPS and Healthy Schools Cam-
paign designed and implemented a Green
Clean pilot program in ten Chicago public
schools. The pilot was part of a larger effort to
explore green cleaning within CPS.    

ÒBecause itÕs invisible, indoor air quality
is often overlooked. Improving indoor air
quality is important for students and for
members of the janitorial staff,Ó explains

Tammy Dillard-Steels, Environmen-
tal Health Director for the Healthy
Schools Campaign.

The CPS pilot program involved
evaluating current cleaning methods
and procedures and testing newer,
more environmentally friendly alter-
natives. It also included testing new
equipment that reduces the need for
cleaning chemicals and new meth-
ods for cleaning rugs and other per-
manent surfaces. As a result of the
pilot program, CPS has made Green
Seal certified products available

through its central purchasing program 

Mike Gyselinck, an engineer at Crane Techni-
cal Prep Common High School, which was in
the CPS pilot, said that his department tried
out green products at the urging of its suppli-
er. Gyselinck recognized the importance of
trying these products because a number of stu-
dents at Crane are asthmatic, and he saw the
connection between environmentally sound
products and student health. 

As a result of the pilot program, CraneÕs engi-
neers continue to use green cleaning products,
including floor wax, wax stripper, bathroom
cleaner,  glass cleaner, and air freshener. ÒWeÕve
had nothing but compliments resulting from
all the green products we now use,Ó he notes.
ÒThe school is clean, the products hold up as
well as the previous products we used, and
they are competitive in cost.Ó       

Training was another critical component of
the Green Clean pilot program. The Healthy
Schools Campaign coordinated a one-day ses-
sion for 190 CPS building engineers covering
topics such as childrenÕs environmental health
concerns; the link between cleaning, good

health, and learning; the benefits of green clean-
ing; and the most effective new products and
equipment. The training also included break-
out sessions on topics such as Integrated Pest
Management, cleaning for health reasons, and
creative financing for custodial equipment.

Custodial staff should be concerned about
green cleaning as a means of safeguarding their
own health, as well. ÒOur custodians, which
include a number of young women of child-
bearing age, were quite impressed with the
green cleaning products used during the pilot
program with Chicago Public Schools,Ó says
Laura Garza, Director of Institutional Services,
SEIU Local 1. While the products cleaned on
a par with the previous cleaning chemicals, our
custodians told me that the new products did
not have offensive strong smells or cause them
to cough as the previous products did. They
are also happy to be using products that have a
more positive impact on the health of the
schoolchildren.

GREEN CLEANING IN THE CHICAGO PUBLIC SCHOOLS
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Green Clean 
Champions for Change

The Healthy Schools Campaign is looking
for individuals who are making a difference
by using green products and processes to
keep schools clean and healthy. We would
like to acknowledge these hard-working
building engineers and janitorial service
employees as • G r e e n  C l e a n  C h a m p i o n s

f o r  C h a n g e Ž  by enrolling them in our
recognition and support program. 

If you know someone who deserves a pat
on the back for their green cleaning efforts,
let us know by calling Tammy Dillard-
Steels at (312) 419-1810 or email her at
tammy@healthyschoolscampaign.org.

M



Nearly 300 supporters attended the
Healthy Schools CampaignÕs third
annual benefit at Kendall College on
June 9, raising a total of $55,000 for
HSCÕs efforts to help students and
staff learn and work in healthy school
environments.

Guests enjoyed fresh, savory foods
prepared by Culinary Arts students
from Kendall College along with a
lively cooking demonstration by cele-
brated chef Rick Bayless and his
daughter Lanie.

Many thanks to all of our guests, the
Benefit Committee and Host
Committee Members, our generous
Sponsors and Silent Auction donors,
Kendall College President Howard
Tullman and Dean Koetke, Lisa
Gershenson and Sue Enright and their
wonderful catering students, and Rick
and Lanie Bayless. We also want to
thank our distinguished Cooking up
Change Co-chairs: U.S. Senator
Richard Durbin, Illinois State Senator
Miguel del Valle, and Stephen
Saunders, President of the Illinois
Chapter of the American Academy 
of Pediatrics.

For a complete sponsor list, visit
www.cookingupchange.org.
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ÒCooking Up ChangeÓ
Delivers Sweet Taste of Fundraising Success.

In Memory: Jessica Bullen (1976 Ð 2005)

Weare deeply saddened to announce the passing of Jessica Bullen at age 29 on Sunday, July 3, 2005, from injuries sustained in a bicycle accident.
Jessica was instrumental in the founding of the Healthy Schools Campaign while working at the Safer Pest Control Project in 2002. A resident of
Madison, Jessica graduated with honors from Earlham College in 1998 and completed her graduate work in Urban and Regional Planning at the
University of Wisconsin this past spring. Jessica will be remembered by everyone who worked with her and the many organizationsto which she gener-
ously donated her time and considerable energy. The family is requesting that donations in Jessica's memory be made to The Bicycle Federation of
Wisconsin (608) 251-4456 or www.bfw.org/about/jessicabullen.php. 

L-R: Ambassador Carol Moseley Braun, HSC Executive Director Rochelle Davis, 
Rick and Lanie Bayless, State Senator Mattie Hunter

HSC Board President
Bess Celio and 
husband Candelario

HSC Board Members 
Joseph Zanoni and 
Dianne S. Campbell

UIC School of Public Health
Dean Susan Scrimshaw

L-R: HSC Board Members 
Laura Garza and 

Bette Lawrence-Water

HSC Board Member 
Phyllis Pelt

Dr. Cynthia Mears, 
IL Chapter, American
Academy of Pediatrics

L-R: HSC staff Susan Samek, Mark Bishop, Mike Reeb, Rochelle Davis, 
Camille Reid, Guillermo Gomez, Claire Marcy and Cheryl Kaplan

Benefit Committee 
Member Phil Mott

HSC School Nurse
Advisory Committee
Member Jessica
Gerdes
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RAISE YOUR HAND 
FOR HEALTHY SCHOOLS 

The Healthy Schools Campaign needs
your support. You have the power to
help make healthy schools a reality by
joining with thousands of other con-
cerned citizens to take action at the
local, regional and state level. HereÕs
how you can help: 

¥ Spread the Word: You understand the power of healthy schools to make
a difference in childrenÕs lives. Tell your friends, neighbors, professional colleagues,
administrators and other opinion-leaders about these important issues and con-
nect them with our resources.    

¥ Stay Informed: Our newsletter, website, email alerts and other 
publications can help you stay up-to-date on what is happening in school 
environmental health and school food.

¥ Take Act ion: There are many opportunities to take action, from working
with local decision-makers to improve your local community schools to express-
ing your support for state-level policies and legislation.

¥ Donate: The Healthy Schools Campaign is a nonprofit charitable organiza-
tion funded by individual donations, grants from foundations and government
support. Your contribution can make a real impact on our ability to continue to
raise issues, raise standards and raise awareness about this critical problem.

For more information on the Healthy Schools Campaign and how you can get
involved call (312) 419-1810 or visit www.healthyschoolscampaign.org.

205 West Monroe, Fourth Floor
Chicago, IL 60606
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On Track

Fulfillment

Purchase this OurHouse Starter
Kit for 15-20% OFF and OurHouse
will pay 20% of the sales back to the
Healthy Schools Campaign.

OurHouse products are highly effective, envi-
ronmentally preferable and come with a 100%
Money-Back Guarantee. The Household
Starter Kit comes in a convenient caddy with
refillable bottles, a microfiber cleaning cloth
and non-abrasive scrubber. Just $45 (discount-
ed price). For more information or to purchase
this or any OurHouse product at 15-20% off,
visit www.ourhouseworks.com and specify
the Healthy Schools Campaign 4-digit code Ð
2206 Ð on the Customer Sign-In page.

CLEAN GREEN 
AT HOME

AND HELP THE 
HEALTHY SCHOOLS

CAMPAIGN


