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WE ARE GRATEFUL to the New York State Health Foundation, 

efforts to promote environmental health and justice in New York 
City schools. 
 
Thanks to all of the parents, experts and advocates who shared the 
information found in this pamphlet. We relied in particular on the 
guidance of Dr. Cappy Collins and the Mt Sinai Pediatric Environ-
mental Health Specialty Unit, and the committed advocacy of  
Rhonda Keyser and the parents and staff of PS 29 in Brooklyn.  
 

& Health Department; Dave Newman and the New York Commit-
tee for Occupational Safety & Health; and Claire Barnett and the 
Healthy Schools Network for their suggestions and expertise.  
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MAJOR CONSTRUCTION AND RENOVATION PROJECTS ARE   
 

 
These projects also create major disruptions and require par-
ticular care to protect school health during construction 
work.  
 
For example, workers need to take precautions to ensure that 
children do not breathe in or ingest construction dust, which 
can be harmful to developing lungs. Additionally, dust may 
contain toxicants such as asbestos, lead from old paint, and 
PCBs from old caulking.  
 
Paint and other construction materials release volatile organic 
compounds (VOCs) into the air as gases, some of which can 
be harmful if they concentrate inside the school building due 
to inadequate barriers or ventilation. 
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Fortunately, there are New York State regulations and  
well-established environmental health and safety protocols 
in place to prevent these risks!  
 
These rules govern the work of the New York City School Con-
struction Authority (commonly known as the SCA), which is 
responsible for public school construction and renovation pro-
jects in New York City. The SCA and its contractors must  pro-
tect school health and safety while work is under way, and make 
sure that the school community is well informed about ongoing 
construction.  
 
It is important for parents and school community members to 
be aware of these protections, and to ensure that they are imple-
mented properly. By monitoring school construction work, you 
can work with the SCA to protect the health and safety of our 
children. 
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WE WERE EXCITED WHEN WE HEARD THAT THE CITY WAS 

mold in our classrooms. We also had questions about how to 

fumes.  

 

Unfortunately, we were immediately frustrated by the lack of 

rooms were filled with dust every morning.  

 

ions. We brought in elected officials and outside experts.  

 

And it worked! Through our campaign, we developed a strong-

worked with them to improve the construction plan. Together, 

we made sure that work was done safely. We repaired our 
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Q How early will parents find out about construction 

work coming to my school?  
 

New York State Education Department (NYSED) regulations 

tion project begins, except in cases of emergencies. This and 

which are summarized further in Chapter 2.1 

 

Q How can parents have a positive effect on the con-
struction work from the start? 

 
 

First, it is important to use the time from notice to construction 

to engage the SCA, the full school community, its neighbors, 

and other interested parties (such as local elected officials) to 
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school community includes everyone with a stake in school 

health, including parents and students; teachers, maintenance 

staff and other school workers (and their unions); and princi-

pals and other administrators. 

 

work at a school begins, the SCA is required to hold this meet-

ing with the school community.2   

 

The health and safety protocol meeting follows guidelines that 

the United Federation of Teachers (UFT). The guidelines are  
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WHEN YOU ATTEND AN SCA MEETING 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

designed to ensure that the SCA and the school community ad-

dress all health and safety concerns before work begins.  

 

School representatives at this public meeting should include (at 

a minimum) the principal, UFT chapter representative, parent 

representatives and custodial staff.  

 

The SCA project manager who leads the meeting will be your 

bring an industrial hygienist, who is an expert on construction 

and environmental health. The SCA will also bring the architect, 

safety officer and contractor to answer all of your questions 

about the construction project.  
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Q Will the SCA regularly update my school as the work 
progresses? 

 
Yes! Every two weeks, until the end of the construction project, 

school community representatives.4 

 

These meetings are an important opportunity to give the SCA 

feedback and to monitor work in your school. Use these meet-

ings to make sure you know how work is progressing, to pro-

vide feedback and ask questions, and to raise any health and 

safety concerns. 
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Q Is it important to monitor work even after we put a 
good plan in place? 

 
Absolutely. Safety measures are only effective if they are imple-

a HEPA vacuum filter to collect toxic dust  but that HEPA 

vacuum will only work if it is installed, operated and monitored 

properly. 

 

Unannounced inspections can ensure that work is always being 

done the right way. Building good lines of communication with 

everyone to work together effectively.5 
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NEW YORK CITY SCHOOL CONSTRUCTION PROJECTS MUST 

follow specific guidelines to protect the health of students and 

staff.  

 

These protections are required by the NY State Education  

regulations. 

 

These protections are also required under health and safety 

protocols negotiated by the United Federation of Teachers, 
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Below are some questions that you can ask the School Con-

struction Authority and your local contractor to make sure that 

work in your school complies the requirements established by 

 

 

Remember that these are minimum standards.  The specific 

health and safety requirements will be dictated by the work in 

your school.   

 

You may want to discuss further protections depending on your 

parents at PS 29 pushed for measures that went beyond stand-

ard protocols for their school.  

 

8     SAFE SCHOOL RENOVATION 

 

Protection From Construction Work 

 

Are construction areas safely sealed off from the rest of the 

school to prevent exposure to construction dust, debris and 

other contaminants?  

Are these seals and barriers being inspected periodically to 

make sure they work? 

Are there designated pathways so that construction workers do 

not use (or move debris through) halls, stairs or elevators be-

ing used by students and staff? 

Is particularly hazardous work (such as interior renovation 

work and roof repair) being scheduled during hours when the 

school is not occupied whenever possible? 

Are construction activities that produce loud noise (above 60 

decibels) scheduled for times when the building is not occu-

pied? 
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Protection from Hazardous Dust Contact 

 

Is there a plan for maintaining adequate ventilation in the 

school without exposing students and staff to dust or other 

contaminants? 

Are ventilation ducts sealed to prevent the circulation of dust? 

Do renovation procedures minimize dust creation? For exam-

ple, are tools for grinding bricks equipped with high-

particulate air (HEPA) vacuums ? Are HEPA filters regularly 

replaced? 

Is there an adequate cleanup plan in place (including wet 

cleaning methods and use of HEPA filters) to make sure stu-

dents and staff are not exposed to construction dust? 

If construction will disturb lead-based paint or asbestos, are 

all required federal and state abatement guidelines being fol-

lowed?  (For more on the rules governing lead and asbestos 

abatement, see Chapter 3.) 
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Protection from Hazardous Chemical Exposure  
 

Are the least toxic paints, paint strippers and sealers available 

being used? 

If construction materials generate toxic fumes, are the materi-

als being aired out (with enough time for adequate off-

gassing) before they are brought into the school?  

If materials will generate toxic fumes inside the school, is 

there a ventilation plan to ensure that all toxic gases are re-

moved before children or staff return to the building? 

How will Safety Data Sheets (SDS) for all products used dur-

ing construction be made available? (An SDS  until recently 

called a Material Safety Data Sheet or MSDS  explains 

whether a product is toxic and how to use it safely. This in-

formation can help you to ensure the least toxic products 

available are being used at your school.) 
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General Safety and Communication Requirements 

 

Are the SCA and its contractors reporting regularly on con-

struction issues to a committee of school representatives? 

Are all minimum safe occupancy standards (such as ventila-

tion  

requirements, fire alarm and detection systems, and emergen-

cy exits) being fully maintained during construction work? 

Are workers wearing required identification badges (for iden-

tification and security purposes) while working at a school? 

Are school committee members given an opportunity to con-

duct a walk-through inspection before school areas are reo-
pened for use? 
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For more information about the rules that govern school 

construction projects: 

 

tos, lead, PCBs and mold during school renovations. It can be 

found online at: 

http://nycsca.org/Resources/Resources/Brochures/Documents/

IEH2013_2014.pdf. 

 

http://www.p12.nysed.gov/facplan/Laws_Regs/8NYCRR155.ht

m.  

 

and Construction includes a comprehensive checklist summarizing 

http://www.healthyschools.org/downloads/Renovation_and_Co

nstruction_Guide.pdf. 

  

The New York Committee for Occupational Safety and Health 

(NYCOSH) has also prepared a Fact Sheet summarizing these 

http://nycosh.org/index.php?page=Legal-Requirements-for-

School-Facilities. 

 

The UFT Safety & Health Department has a wealth of infor-

mation on mold, asbestos, construction hazards, PCBs and indoor 

air quality. You can access this information, as well as the protocol 

checklists mentioned in this publication, here: 

http://www.uft.org/our-rights/environmental-health.    
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Q 

tion dust in it? 
 

Absolutely not! One of the most important health and safety 

requirements is that a school must be thoroughly cleaned after 

every work shift. This means that classrooms and other school 

areas must be free of dust before staff and students arrive every 

single morning.   
 

tain toxic substances, and inhaling dust is especially dangerous 

for children whose lungs and bodies are still developing. 

 

Because dust settles overnight, a cleanup at the end of the work 

shift may not be sufficient. You may need to request that the 
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contractor do another cleaning or inspection (with the participa-

tion of parents or other school reps) before school begins. In 

addition, dust could be evidence that contamination barriers 

 
 

The preceding chapter covered the types of questions you can 

ask the SCA and your contractor, but it also is critical for par-

ents and school staff to help monitor for dust (as well as other 

contamination problems) and make sure the contractor is fol-

lowing all health and safety rules. 

 

When you find construction dust in your school, make sure 

there are clear instructions for cleaning it safely. (For example, 

maintenance staff and construction crews should use wet clean-

ing methods, like mopping and wet cloths, not dry cloths that 

will just move dust around. When vacuum cleaners are used 

they should be installed with HEPA air filters, and the filters 

should be replaced on a regular basis.) 

 

Then, report the problem immediately to the appropriate peo-

ple at your school (potentially including your principal, UFT 

representative, custodial staff, or parent association leaders) so 

that they can intervene with the SCA and contractors. 
 

*   *   * 
 

contractor to establish safe guidelines for cleaning construction 

dust. These guidelines could be a good model for your school. 

For more information, see the PS 29 story below, and visit the 
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Q: Do I need to worry about asbestos or lead poisoning 
during construction? 

 
By law, the City must test for asbestos and lead before it can 

conduct any construction work in a school. If asbestos or lead 

will be disturbed, specific rules must be followed to protect 

the health of students, staff and construction workers. There 

are particularly strict requirements to prevent asbestos inhala-

tion. 

 

Fortunately, experts agree that asbestos abatement projects are 

safe, so long as protective measures are implemented properly.  
 

inhaling asbestos (including close monitoring and extra protec-
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tions to prevent the spread of dust) also prevent other toxi-

cants and contaminants from creating health risks during con-

struction.  

 

When a job requires asbestos or lead abatement in an open 

school, then an independent vendor with no financial interest 

in the construction project must test the school air every day 

to make sure it is safe. Make sure to know who your air testing 

company is, and ask the SCA to post these testing results every 

morning so that parents can be confident their kids are safe. 

 

In addition, concerns about asbestos and lead can help you 

start a conversation about all of these protections. Parents of-

breathe in asbestos or lead. But schools may be less aware of 

other construction-related risks, such as the dangers of breath-

ing in very small particulate matter (sometimes called PM 2.5). 

If people start raising questions about an abatement project, it 

can help to start a dialogue about all of these other issues as 

well. 
 

*   *   * 

For a summary of NYC law governing asbestos abatement 

projects, see this fact sheet from the New York Committee for 

Occupational Safety and Health (NYCOSH): 

http://nycosh.org/index.php?page=asbestos. 

 

For more on appropriate lead abatement practices, see the 

-safe renovations for child-care providers 

and schools, available at: http://www2.epa.gov/lead. 
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Q How should I monitor mold clean up in my school? 
 
One of the most common reasons for school renovations is to 

clean up pervasive mold problems. But it is critical to make 

sure that the mold cleanup is not superficial. Mold is a sign 

that moisture is getting into your school building  and the 

underlying moisture intrusion must be fixed to make sure that 

mold does not come back.  

 

Here are some tips for getting rid of mold completely: 

 

(1) It is not enough to clean mold off of visible surfaces. Make 

sure that a school renovation project is attacking the moisture 

at its source. Unless you fix the underlying water leak, mold 
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will likely return after the job is done. 

 

(2) Be sure that inspectors are using moisture meters that can 

check for leaks inside the walls. It is not enough to rely on smell 

and visual inspections to check for mold and moisture prob-

lems! Testing for mold will not provide useful results; only 

moisture testing will find the problems that lead to mold 

growth. 

 

(3) It may be worth asking whether better construction prod-

ucts (such as moisture-resistant drywall) are a smart long-term 

investment to make sure that mold does not return to your 

school. 

 

(4) Check out the New York City Department of Health and 

these are being followed at your school construction site. These 

site here: http://www.nyc.gov/html/doh/downloads/pdf/epi/

epi-mold-guidelines.pdf. 

 

The EPA has also published comprehensive recommendations 

which are available on-line at: http://www.epa.gov/mold/

mold_remediation.html 
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Q How can students and staff help? 
 

Staff and students are in the best position to know if construc-

make sure that construction work is properly separated from 

classrooms that remain in use, and that construction workers 

are not letting debris out of designated and sealed-off areas. 

They can inspect their classrooms in the morning, to make sure 

there is no evidence of dust or fumes. 
 

It is also critical to educate school occupants about personal 

hygiene during construction work. For example, the Mt. Sinai 

PEHSU has created a simple flyer for students, parents and 

teachers that explains to children the importance of hand wash-

ing. A copy of this flyer is attached as Appendix III, so that you 

can use it in your school.  
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Q Who can I contact with specific concerns about work 

 

 

The NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene  

investigates complaints about school environmental 

health. If you are worried that construction work in your 

you can call 311 to complain. Ask the operator to refer 

your complaint to the City health department. 

 

If you have specific questions pertaining to the health of 

your own child it is important to speak with his or her 

health care provider. Parents and providers can also con-

tact the Mt Sinai Pediatric Environmental Health Specialty 

Unit (PEHSU) at (212) 731-7200 or 

pehsu@mountsinai.org. 

 

The Healthy Schools Network maintains the Healthy 

Schools/Healthy Kids Information and Referral Service by offer-

ing hands-on guides, fact sheets and information packets 

on a wide variety of school health and safety issues.  If you 

need additional help or information, you can visit 

www.healthyschools.org or call them at (518) 462-0632.  

 

New York Lawyers for the Public Interest can provide 

guidance on the rules and regulations that govern school 

environmental health, and may be able to provide support 

if those requirements are not being followed at your 

school.  For more information visit www.nylpi.org or call 

NYLPI at (212) 244-4664. 
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Q How can I get organized at my school? 
 
To best address health and safety concerns at your school, it is 

important to get the entire school community on the same 

page. Your School Leadership Team (SLT) can be a good place 

to start.  

 

tions, every school must have a School Leadership Team.6 The 

leader and UFT representative, along with other parents and 

staff representatives.  

 

This pre-existing structure can be a good way to reach out to 
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all of the members of the school community. A strong parent-

teacher association can help as well.  

 

You may find a variety of opinions when it comes to environ-

mental health and safety. Some parents may not have any wor-

ries; others may be overly concerned or may exaggerate the 

risks.  

 

Speaking with outside experts, and relying on objective infor-

mation whenever possible, can help you find an appropriate 

common ground.  

 

And finding that common agenda will help your school speak 

effectively and with a single voice to the Department of Educa-

tion and School Construction Authority. 
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Q 
 

 
Sometimes, you may need to increase the pressure to get the 

answers you want. In that case, it is helpful to turn to local 

elected officials, community board members and media outlets.  

 

For example, elected officials wrote letters on behalf of PS 29 

parents to the SCA demanding answers to their questions. Press 

coverage turned the heat up even further.  When PS 29 parents 

held a big PTA meeting with the SCA, they made sure that local 

and city-wide press turned out. This additional pressure helped 

parents get a better response from the SCA. 

 

For more information, see the PS 29 story in the next section. 
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PS 29 IN COBBLE HILL, BROOKLYN DID AN EXCELLENT JOB 

of working with the SCA and its local contractor to devise con-

struction and cleanup protocols that fully protected kids and 

school staff. These protocols addressed all aspects of the work, 

including asbestos abatement, brick replacement and roof re-

pairs. This project was needed to end flooding in the school  

but it was critical that the school worked closely with the SCA 

to ensure that it was conducted safely. 

 

For example, one of the most critical improvements was to 

make the daily dust cleanup practices safer.  

 

After work began, parents quickly discovered that evening con-

struction was leaving dust in classrooms. The school communi-
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ty demanded that construction dust be fully cleaned up before 

students entered the school each morning. The parents worked 

& Health Department and the Mt Sinai School of Medicine 

Pediatric Environmental Health Specialty Unit) to devise a 

dust cleanup plan that was safe and effective. 

 

school. 

 

First, it sought to minimize dust during construction and to 

create barriers to prevent dust from entering classrooms. Over 

time, the school was able to successfully negotiate with the 

SCA to postpone the raking of the school façade (which gener-

ated a great deal of hazardous dust) until the summer months. 
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Second, it included a detailed protocol for removing any dust 

cleaned constantly during the work shift, with a post-shift in-

spection every night at 11 pm. In addition, the contractor re-

turned every morning at 6 am, to do another walk through and 

clean up any dust that settled overnight. The early morning shift 

included parents, who volunteered to keep an eye on cleanup 

for their own peace of mind. And the school custodial staff also 

vacuumed the floors every morning with a HEPA vacuum to 

keep things clean. 

 

especially after the heavy dust-generating work was done during 

the summer months. For example, parents asked the building 

manager to cover rugs, books and other classroom items with 

plastic as an extra protective measure. Plastic sheeting made the 

dust cleanup work easier for school custodians, and ensured 

that children would not be exposed to contaminated dust when 

they returned.  

 

***** 

 

of organizing work on behalf of the parents and staff. School 

parents and staff were in close communication, through meet-

ings and a special website created for this purpose. People spent 

a lot of time sharing questions and information. They also 

reached out to local elected officials and media outlets when 
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additional pressure was needed to persuade the SCA to re-

 

 

For example, one major flash point took place after one of the 

-weekly look-ahead meetings, when the SCA an-

nounced that it would be begin conducting asbestos abatement 

work the following Monday. Parents were angered that they 

had not known about the asbestos abatement from the outset, 

and they believed that they had not received the proper legal 

notice.5 Parents also were concerned about whether the work 

would be performed safely given the lack of transparency, and 

the persistence of dust problems at that early stage of the pro-

ject. 

 

Parents demanded a meeting with the SCA to review all of 

these issues. They also immediately complained to local offi-

cials. State Senator Daniel Squadron and City Councilmember 

Brad Lander both wrote letters to the SCA complaining about 

the lack of notice and demanding the implementation of prop-

er safety measures. Then-Public Advocate Bill de Blasio, Bor-

ough President Marty Markowitz and Assemblywoman Joan 

Millman also offered valuable statements of support for the 

school.  

 

The result was a successful public PTA meeting with the lead-

ers of the SCA. School community members turned out  well

-educated and in force  to demand appropriate health and 

safety protections. Elected officials sent their staff members to 
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provide oversight. And extensive media coverage (including 

the New York Times, Daily News, NY1 and many other 

neighborhood and city-wide outlets) ensured that this was an 

appropriately public forum.7  

 

The result was a three-hour meeting where the PS 29 commu-

nity demanded answers to all of their questions, and the SCA 

responded with concrete assurances that it would improve the 

construction protocols. 

 

By organizing a community campaign (involving the school, 

local elected officials and the media), PS 29 was able to put 

pressure on the SCA to address its concerns and assure every-

one that construction work was being done safely. 

 

*   *   * 

 

For more information on the PS 29 story, visit the website 

that the school community created to educate one another 

during their construction project. This website still includes a 

fantastic library of information on safe and healthy construc-

http://construction.ps29brooklyn.org/. 
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