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HOW TO USE THIS E-BOOK

Choosing a daycare center or navigating your 
school options—public and private, nursery and 
elementary—can be overwhelming. Up until this 
moment your main parenting concerns have 

primarily been things you have control over— fi rst 
foods, what kind of diapers to use, sleep schedules. 
Suddenly you’re tossed into a world where the 
decisions about snacks, construction materials, 
and cleaning products—to say nothing about 
curriculum—aren’t yours alone. Try as you may, you 
might not be able to infl uence these choices. Yet, 
your children (big and small) are in these new-to-you 
spaces, day in and day out. 

In general, schools should be and are about ABCs and 
beyond, not lead paint, pesticides, and unhealthy art 
supplies. But toxic substances lurk at schools and 
daycare centers in everything from those construction 
materials to nap mats, potentially harming children 
at critical moments of development. It can be very 
confusing for parents to understand the issues, what 
they have control over, and what, if any, federal or 
state legislation protects their kids at school.

Driven by our mission to help parents and caregivers 
minimize children’s exposure to harmful chemicals, 
we’ve written this e-book to help you understand the 
potential health-related and environmental problems 
that can arise in schools and daycare, where to look 
for them, and how to address them. From genetically 
modifi ed (GM) foods in the cafeteria to antibacterial 
agents in the now ubiquitous hand sanitizers, we’ve 
got you covered. We also include tips on how to 
communicate with school administrators. 

Maybe you’ll use this e-book like a road map to fi nd 
out the possible red fl ags at any school, or maybe 
you’ll turn to it for support when you advocate for 
a specifi c community-wide healthy change. However 
you choose to rely on it, there are many easy steps 
that can be taken to make any school safer and 
healthier—especially if you have an eco-aware PTA 
or a green committee. (And if you don’t, start one!) 
Beyond keeping your own children safe, think of 
the wide-ranging impact you’ll have! Making healthy 
changes at home is mainly about safeguarding your 

own brood, but when you advocate for change 
at school, many children—not to mention their 
teachers—benefi t. 

We know that when it comes to environmental 
health concerns in a daycare or school setting, 
there seems to be an endless amount of things 
to take into consideration. This guide isn’t and 
can’t be exhaustive. Realizing this limitation, we’ve 
provided a list of go-to resources and organizations 
advocating for safer schools in America. (See pages 
64 and 65). If you’re actively involved in pushing for 
a safer school environment, we urge you to check 
them out. 
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As kids grow, they enter new environments. 
These may include a local playground, a 
grandparents’ home, or a neighbor’s place. This 

horizon expanding is exciting and developmentally 
stimulating, but there can be potential unhealthy 
and even toxic exposures associated with it. This 
is especially true when children leave their home 
environment for the majority of their day.

During the school day, children can be exposed to 
a cocktail of unsafe chemicals—from hormones, 
antibiotics, and genetically modifi ed ingredients 
(GMOs) in snacks to asbestos and lead paint in the 
buildings to carcinogens and asthmagens in cleaners. 
This is especially problematic as this exposure 
coincides with periods of rapid growth, which makes 
kids extremely and uniquely vulnerable to potential 
harm. According to a February 2013 report entitled 
Towards Healthy Schools 2015, released by leaders 
of the national Coalition for Healthier Schools, “All 
school children should be considered at elevated 
risk of health and learning diffi culties due solely to 
the unexamined and or unaddressed risks in their 
schools and the lack of public health services for 
children.” 

The state-by-state data and policy report says over 
98% of school-aged kids attend schools, irrespective 
of the school’s conditions. Hazards at school can 
cause real harm to health and hamper children’s 
capacity to learn. Since the Coalitions’ last report in 
2006, there are more public schools, more minority 
children (and less white children) enrolled in schools, 
and more kids eligible for free or reduced price 
meal programs. In combination with this, research 
indicates that diagnoses of food allergies, asthma, 
and Attention Defi cit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 
are up. Food allergies now impact four out of every 
100 children and asthma is the leading cause of 
emergency room visits, hospitalizations, and school 
absenteeism. This number has doubled in frequency 
since 1980. 

Whether your child is entering a daycare, nursery 
school, or elementary school, you should be aware 
of the critical concerns, especially if there is a choice 

of facilities and sites. In addition to the regular 
checklist of educational considerations parents tend 
to go through when making a decision between 
schools, it’s also wise to consider which facility offers 
the healthiest environment. Even if there is only one 
school option, there are still ways to advocate for 
change to make sure the classrooms, play spaces, 
cafeteria, and overall physical environment are as 
safe as they can be. There could be polychlorinated 
biphenyls (PCBs) in an old school’s light fi xtures, 
unsafe fumes coming from the gym’s newly refi nished 
fl oor, or lead leaching out of ancient pipes into 
the water fountain. At some daycare facilities they 
will only use formula (not breastmilk) and permit 
disposable diapers (not cloth), while at the same 
time the kids nap on mats that emit hormone 
disrupting chemical fumes. Whatever the conditions 
are like at your chosen school or daycare, there may 
be limitations parents and administrators alike face 
when it comes to change them for the better. 



Many parents assume it’s easier to push for kid- and eco-friendly changes at private 
schools. This has some merit. When you’re a paying customer, you can complain 
more readily to management about an unsafe environment. But it isn’t always a 
given. If you’re not a family who also donates extra money or time, or if you’re on 
fi nancial aid, you may fi nd that your school’s administration isn’t very open to fi eld 
your calls about toxic art supplies or the ingredients in the face paint at the Spring 
Fair fundraiser. Public schools may also operate under municipal or even state laws 
that dictate the kind of cleaning products or construction materials they’re allowed 
to use. These laws may or may not act in your kids’ favor. Bottom line is that there 
is no hard and fast rule about which kind of school you’re most likely to be able to 
affect change in. It’s important to ask for a healthy environment in either situation 
no matter where your kids attend. 

PUBLIC VS. PRIVATE
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1. START WITH SIMPLE CHANGES
When you scan the new-to-you building and site and come up with a list of tasks 
you’d like to tackle in an effort to make it healthier, start with doable changes that 
provide a broad return on investment. For instance, suggesting greener versions of 
cleaning products will be unlikely to run into an administrator’s or teacher’s union 
red tape and it will immediately and drastically reduce indoor air pollution. 

2. EXPECT TO EXPERIENCE SOME FRUSTRATION
Some changes won’t happen, even if you have a teacher or an administrator on your 
side. This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t ask for something that would benefi t public 
health. You never know, what you push for now may happen after your children 
graduate. Being a part of a longer-term solution is still a win for the improved health 
of all children. 

3. DO WHAT YOU CAN AT HOME
The inherent limitations of managing environmental health risks in school 
environments reaffi rm why it’s so important to minimize exposure to potential harm 
where you can better control them: at home. Thankfully some of the choices you 
make at home spill over to school, like purchasing safe school supplies and packing 
healthy lunches. You can also teach your kids good safe habits and practices as well 
as how to protect themselves when at school. 

There will always be things you don’t like or think are unsafe about your daycare 
center or school. It’s worthwhile to work on what can be fi xed and what will have the 
biggest impact on the protection of kids’ and teachers’ health. Any changes made for 
the better tend to ripple out and make future changes more easily attainable. 

TAKE ACTION 
Here are some helpful things to keep in mind when you are ready to 
take the next steps. 

Healthy Child Healthy World has fought for tougher regulation and safer products for over 
20 years. To learn about our latest e! orts and get more information, visit HealthyChild.org. 
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EASY
1. Change cleaning products to green versions.
2. Allow students to BYO lunch.
3. Found a green committee with like-minded parents.

HARD
1. Swap old pressure-treated play structures for new ones.
2. Remediate lead paint.
3. Get organic on the cafeteria menu.  

THREE TYPICALLY EASY CHANGES VS. THREE HARD CHANGES
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BECOME AN
EFFECTIVE ADVOCATE 

No two schools are alike. How you handle promoting changes at yours needs to be 
tailored to what kind of school it is. Whether it’s the kind of school that requires 
you to pack homemade lunches in reusable containers with cloth napkins, or it’s 
the kind that serves blue ice cream as a reward for a week of hard work, it’s crucial 
that you become a community member so you’re not a stranger. 

1. GET INVOLVED
Make yourself known to parents and teachers alike. Join the PTA, join (or form) a green committee, a food 
committee, and any other groups parents are welcome to be a part of that could potentially help further 
your quest for a safer school. 

2. SEEK OUT ALLIES
Science teachers are usually a good bet. So are any teachers involved with environmental causes like 
recycling programs or e-waste drives. Take the time to fi nd out which administrator asked for a compost bin, 
a school garden, or maybe even organic coffee in the teacher’s lounge. These people are your most obvious 
allies. See if you can fi nd out who makes the decisions about purchasing cleaning products, art supplies and 
any other products you believe can impact your child’s well-being.

3. BE FRIENDLY, NOT CONFRONTATIONAL
Be accessible. Set yourself up to be someone people want to work with. 

4. DO YOUR RESEARCH 
Make sure not to present problems and leave it at that. It’s not enough to tell the principal the school 
uses unsafe hand soap. Do your homework and fi nd a suitable replacement. Explain that you believe in 
community-wide change for a greater good and are not only interested in protecting your own child. This 
way you’re much more likely to arrive at the result you desire. Plus, it’s true.
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CLEANING SUPPLIES
Without cleaning, most schools would collapse under the weight of the dirt, 
grime, and germs they accumulate each day. But the products used to keep 
them spotless can cause even bigger problems. 

Thanks to loose regulations that let cleaning product manufacturers use almost 
any chemical in their formulas and sell their products without pre-market safety 
testing, many if not most conventional cleaners contain a variety of hazardous 
ingredients. In fact, according to the National Collaborative Work Group on Green 
Cleaning and Chemical Policy Reform in Schools, an estimated 25 percent of 
the chemicals in school cleaning products are toxic materials that contribute to 
cancer, asthma, and other diseases. These substances pollute indoor air when 
used and leave unhealthy residues behind on school surfaces. Not exactly the 
sort of thing you want around your kids, their friends, or their teachers. 

Here’s how you can change that and help create a safer school environment.

OVERVIEW

& DAYCARE

Your ChecklistYour Checklist
Talk to your school about Talk to your school about 

disinfecting productsdisinfecting products

Start a conversation about Start a conversation about 

green cleanersgreen cleaners

Talk to your school about using less
Talk to your school about using less

Urge your school to reduce exposure
Urge your school to reduce exposure

Know the rulesKnow the rules

Bring in the good stuffBring in the good stuff
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CLEANING SUPPLIES

“Did you know that toxic chemicals in schools have been linked to 
rashes, hives, and asthma, not to mention decreased test scores and 
increased absences? Become educated about your school’s current 
cleaning supplies, their hazards, and easy non-toxic alternatives so 
you can e! ectively work with the school or district to switch from 
toxic cleaning supplies to non-toxic ones.” 
-KIM LEWAND MARTIN, CO-FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR OF COMMUNICATIONS, GRADES OF GREEN
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EASY STEPS
1. TALK TO YOUR SCHOOL 
ABOUT DISINFECTING 
PRODUCTS
Disinfecting and general cleaning are considered to 
be two separate processes. For obvious reasons, 
schools tend to use large amounts of disinfectants. 
In many communities this use is even mandated. 
That usually means children are exposed to high 
levels of antimicrobial toxins like chlorine bleach 
(sodium hypochlorite), quaternary ammonium 
compounds, ortho-Phenyl phenol (an institutional 
disinfectant) and pine oil, which can cause 
allergic reactions and respiratory issues. Ask 
your school to consider safer alternative 
disinfectants such as those made from 
hydrogen peroxide, citric acid, and thyme 
oil (a.k.a. thymol), and to rethink the way it 
uses disinfecting products. 

This may translate into the use of 
disinfectants only for certain places and 
times instead of everywhere each day, 
saving high-strength products for places 
like the nurse’s offi ce and the locker room, 
and ensuring custodial staff understand 
proper dilution, application, and rinsing 
procedures. Many people simply do not 
understand how little bleach should actually 
be used in a diluted solution. Some states, 
including New York, provide guidance on 
the reduction of disinfectant use. 

2. START A CONVERSATION 
ABOUT GREEN CLEANERS
As awareness of the health issues associated with 
conventional cleaning products has grown, so has 
the availability of “green” alternatives made from 
much safer ingredients. From a health perspective, 
switching to green cleaners is a no-brainer, but you 
may fi nd your school is worried about higher costs, 
availability, and effi cacy. They shouldn’t be. Green 
cleaners are frequently concentrated, which means 
they typically cost less per application. And they can 
often substitute for more than one kind of product 
to reduce the number of different cleaning products 
your school has to purchase. 

According to a report from the Connecticut Foundation 
on Environmentally Safe Schools, “Many school 
districts that have adopted green cleaning products 
and practices have experienced no increased costs 
or signifi cant cost savings.” Schools should look for 
and buy third-party certifi ed green cleaning products 
as well as advanced equipment such as microfi ber 
cloths, mops, and HEPA vacuums. These cleaners 
are available through vendors who sell to public 
agencies and to schools. And they are increasingly 
being used by hospitals, which means they’re just 
as effective. 

“For 20 years, Healthy Schools Network has worked with 
parents, schools, and communities to help them clean 
up indoor environments in schools. With the success of 
green cleaning in schools, which we launched in New 
York State in 2005, there are now many collaborators and 
11 states that now either require or promote the use of 
certifi ed green cleaning products in schools. During the 
campaign, we have encountered, as parents and schools 
have, signifi cant greenwashing from the chemical industry. 
CAVEAT EMPTOR (Let the buyer beware): make sure that 
products are third party certifi ed as green and healthy.”
- CLAIRE BARNETT, FOUNDER AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF HEALTHY SCHOOLS 

NETWORK, INC. AND COORDINATOR, COALITION FOR HEALTHIER SCHOOLS. 



CLEANING SUPPLIES

3. TALK TO YOUR SCHOOL 
ABOUT USING LESS
Though custodial staff may be in the habit of 
spraying and swabbing surfaces with generous 
amounts of cleaners, for most far less will suffi ce. 
Using only as much product as necessary is healthier 
for everyone, from cleaners to staff to students. It 
will also save money as it can reduce the amount of 
cleaners required.

4. BRING IN THE GOOD STUFF
If you’re lucky, your school might be cleaned with 
industrial green cleaners meant for large scale 
cleaning. On top of those, teachers often ask parents 
to contribute by supplying cleaners to individual 
classrooms. If the call goes out for sprays, wipes, 
other cleaners intended for quick classroom clean 
ups, or even hand soap, set an example and supply 
third party certifi ed products that meet your green 
seal of approval. And (gently) let your teacher know 
why you chose them. They might not be aware of the 
issues that surround conventional cleaning products 
and children’s health.

Ask your school to consider 
safer alternative disinfectants 
such as those  made from 
hydrogen peroxide, citric acid, 
and thyme oil (a.k.a. thymol), 
and to rethink the way it uses 
disinfecting products.
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5. URGE YOUR SCHOOL 
TO REDUCE EXPOSURE
If conventional cleaning products are used, there are things schools 
can do to lower kids’ exposure to them. Strategies include:

• Open windows to clear out fumes and aerosol particles
• Rinse surfaces thoroughly with plain water to limit residue left 
behind
• Place mats at doors to reduce the amount of dirt and residue 
such as pesticides and automobile exhaust (often tracked in from 
outside)

6. KNOW THE RULES
Some states (currently 11!) and districts now require or promote the 
use of green cleaners in their schools. This is great news. If your 
state is one of these, make sure your school is obeying the law. 
You can ask for a list of the cleaning products currently being used. 
It never hurts to provide information on green products if you don’t 
like what you see. Should you see any products that are not third-
party certifi ed, alert your teachers to generate greater awareness 
of their use.



HAND-WASHING 101: 
AVOID ANTIBACTERIAL SOAPS

That’s why hand-washing keeps children healthier in 
places like schools and daycare facilities, where germs 
congregate. One study found frequent hand-washing 
results in 45% fewer cases of respiratory ailments. 
Teaching kids to wash properly has been associated 
with fewer absences and prescribed antibiotics. It also 
keeps kids from ingesting residues of art supplies, 
cleaning products, and even pesticides. Train your kids 
to be avid hand washers. Each time, they should rub 
enthusiastically for 20 seconds and pay attention to the 
fi ngernails, wrists, and spaces between fi ngers. (A good 
rule of thumb is to tell your kids to wash and scrub 
their hands for two full verses of “Happy Birthday.”) 
Keep on older kids to wash their hands, too. In one 
study, only 58% of female and 48% of male middle 

and high school students washed their hands after they 
have used the bathroom. Of these, only 33% of the 
females and 8% of the males used soap. 

AVOID ANTIBACTERIAL SOAPS
Many experts say they’re no more effective than plain 
soap, and triclosan, the chemical they commonly 
contain, has been linked to cancer, hormone disruption, 
the creation of antibacterial-resistant superbugs and 
more. Hand sanitizers are okay in a pinch, but don’t 
rely on them and avoid any containing triclosan or 
fragrance. They do not remove toxic substances kids 
may have encountered and can actually increase the 
absorption of certain hazards like bisphenol-A (BPA). 

We touch our faces 200 to 600 times each day. When we do, whatever is on our hands—
be it bacterial, viral, lead dust, or worse—can get inside us and cause mischief. 
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ART SUPPLIES
Whether children are working on an assignment, or simply letting their 
imaginations run wild, it’s a rare school day that goes by without the use of art or 
craft supplies. While these classroom essentials make great contributions to both 
learning and creativity, they’re often made from less than healthy ingredients. 
Some materials emit toxic fumes. Others put unsafe chemicals, artifi cial dyes, 
and other hazards in contact with our children’s skin. Many product labels 
still do not list the specifi c chemicals in the contents. The potential hazard 
here is compounded by the tendency kids have to make a happy mess while 
they’re creating, which spreads the threats around and increases the chances 
for accidental ingestion. The good news is that parents don’t have to ask our 
schools to lock the art supply cabinet. They just need to get art teachers on 
board to make sure everything that’s found there is as non-toxic as it can be. 
Here are some easy steps to build awareness around toxicity associated with 
art supplies. 

OVERVIEW
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Your ChecklistYour Checklist
Suggest safer markers and pens
Suggest safer markers and pens

Introduce safer play claysIntroduce safer play clays

Be aware of dyes in crayons Be aware of dyes in crayons 

Insist on water-based adhesivesInsist on water-based adhesives

Suggest non-powdered paintsSuggest non-powdered paints

Ask teachers not to use spray products 
Ask teachers not to use spray products 

Request instant papier-mâché Request instant papier-mâché 

not be usednot be used

Practice safetyPractice safety 

Be cautious of donated art supplie
Be cautious of donated art supplies 
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ART SUPPLIES
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EASY STEPS
1. SUGGEST SAFER 
MARKERS AND PENS
Many markers and pens, especially those with 
permanent inks and scents, use chemical solvents 
to boost evaporation and speed drying times. This 
accounts for the strong smell markers often have, and 
it exposes kids to unsafe fumes. Scented markers 
can also contain hormone-disrupting phthalates. 
Markers that don’t release unsafe solvents and/or 
are water based are safer and they perform just as 
well. See if your art department will use them if they 
haven’t already made the switch. When new supplies 
are required, encourage the school to purchase the 
healthiest options.

2. INTRODUCE SAFER
PLAY CLAYS
Silica from clay dust and other potentially toxic clay 
minerals gets airborne and can be inhaled by children. 
Bake-able polymer and other modeling clays can 
also contain hormone-disrupting phthalates, which 
are readily absorbed by the skin as children sculpt. 
It’s always a good idea for kids to wash their hands 
after using them and before eating. Look for and 
suggest phthalate-free varieties. 
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MAKE YOUR OWN PLAY CLAY!
Encourage teachers to use this natural recipe, which can be made quickly and baked to 
a semi-permanent hardness. Crafty parents may even be willing to whip up a batch for 
their pre-school classroom—a welcome donation for all involved.

Combine:
1 cup of fl our
1/4 cup of salt
2 tablespoons of cream of tartar
1 cup of water
1 tablespoon of vegetable oil
Food coloring or natural dyes*

*The use of synthetic food colors is 
controversial as they are derived from 
coal tars and petroleum, and they have 
been linked to hyperactivity and ADHD. 
However, the amounts you’ll need to color 
play clay are very small and present little 
risk. Natural colorants from vegetable 
sources can be substituted if desired. And 
since they’re just as colorful, why not? 



ART SUPPLIES
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3. BE AWARE OF
DYES IN CRAYONS 
Pigments in crayons are considered trade secrets, 
meaning companies are not required to disclose 
what ingredients they use to make them. Secrets 
in kids’ products are never a good thing, but this is 
especially bad when you consider how much children 
like to put crayons in their mouths! Kids should be 
supervised and reminded to keep crayons on paper 
only, and not to snack on them. It’s also wise to use 
so-called natural crayons. Unlike traditional crayons 
made with paraffi n, these tend to be made of soy 
oil, beeswax, and natural dyes, keeping potentially 
harmful chemicals away from skin and mouths. 

4. INSIST ON 
WATER-BASED ADHESIVES
Rubber cements, model glues, spray adhesives, 
“super” glues, contact cement, and epoxies typically 
contain dangerous solvents and other chemicals that 
pollute classroom air and can be easily absorbed 
through skin. One whiff and you know they can’t 
be good. White glues and pastes, glue sticks, and 
tape are far preferable. Share this information with 
your PTA in an effort to educate them on art supply 
purchasing. 

5. SUGGEST
NON-POWDERED PAINTS
Powdered materials present inhalation and eye 
safety risks even if they’re non-toxic. Ready-to-use 
paints are safer. The best ones available are water-
based. These include tempera, poster paints, and 
paint pens. Ask your school to avoid acrylic paints. 
Though water-based, they can contain chemicals like 
ammonia and formaldehyde. If powdered paints are 
being used and teachers aren’t open to switching to 
something safer, ask that they be prepared before or 
after class when no children are present.

Instant papier-mâché can be contaminated with asbestos fi bers, 
while colored types may contain lead and/or heavy metals. 



ART SUPPLIES

6. ASK TEACHERS NOT
TO USE SPRAY PRODUCTS
Spray paints, adhesives, fi xatives, and other art 
products typically contain hazardous volatile 
organic compounds (VOCs), solvents, and even 
ingredients like heavy metals. Their use creates 
toxic fumes and microscopic particles of product 
called aerosols, both of which remain suspended in 
air where they are easily inhaled. It is best if they’re 
not used in the classroom. 
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THE COLOR CONUNDRUM: 
ARTIFICIAL COLORS IN ART MATERIALS
A vibrant rainbow of color may inspire creativity in your little ones, but did you 
know that art materials, including crayons and children’s paints, contain colors 
that have not even been approved for food use? Many of these dyes and pigments 
belong to chemical classes that are known or suspected to be hazardous—another 
good reason to take precautions during art time. Food and beverage need to be 
out of reach while kids are creating. Ask your school to make sure kids wash hands 
thoroughly after the paint brushes and clay have been tucked away. 



7. REQUEST INSTANT
PAPIER-MÂCHÉ NOT BE USED
It’s so fun, but it can be contaminated with asbestos 
fi bers. Colored types may contain lead and/or other 
heavy metals. Thankfully kids and teachers alike can 
still have fun with a much safer option: Newsprint 
applied with diluted white paste or a fl our/water 
paste. You know, the old school DIY stuff. Hand-
washing after play is key here, not only to clean up 
the mess but also because newspapers made from 
recycled paper can contain the hormone-disrupting 
chemical BPA. 

8.  PRACTICE SAFETY 
Even the safest art supplies are much less so when 
common sense precautions are ignored. These 
include keeping the classroom well-ventilated when 
art supplies are used, forbidding eating and drinking 
during art time, avoiding skin painting, making sure 
everyone wears a smock, having children wash 
their hands when done, and always providing close 
adult supervision. None of these require purchasing 
changes, so they’re a smart fi x to ask for.

9.  BE CAUTIOUS OF 
DONATED ART SUPPLIES 
Art products meant for adults can contain heavy 
metals and other dangers. Products originally 
intended for non-art uses, such as shaving cream, 
can often contain unknown chemical and other 
hazards. Neither is appropriate for classroom or 
art studio use. Donated materials may also lack 
important safety warnings and instructions. Some 
fun-looking materials, like foams or packing peanuts, 
may release toxic substances when heated, glued, 
or mixed with other materials. Most schools won’t 
ban these donations, so ask that caution be used.

SEALING
THE DEAL

Art supplies come with a variety of certifi cations and 

seals on their labels. The two you’re most likely to 

see are the ACMI Seal and assurances that the product 

“Conforms to ASTM D-4236.”

Here’s the skinny on what this means. The Arts and 

Creative Materials Institute (ACMI, Acminet.org) is a 

non-profi t association of art supply manufacturers that 

uses its own toxicologists to review product formulas. It 

offers two certifying seals. The AP seal is for approved 

products that have been found to contain no materials 

in quantities suffi cient to be acutely or chronically toxic 

to adults or children. The CL (cautionary labeling) seal 

is for hazardous products that have been found to be 

properly labeled. 

Parents should avoid products that lack the AP label. 

However, it is helpful to remember that those awarded 

it may still contain toxins albeit in small amounts that 

ACMI deems safe. Your opinion about what constitutes 

safe may differ. For example polymer clays containing 

phthalates earn an AP label, a certifi cation with which 

we strongly disagree.

The statement “Conforms to ASTM D-4236” is even 

less meaningful. Guess what? It does not designate 

non-toxic products! Instead, it simply means that the 

material has been examined by a toxicologist (who may 

actually work for the manufacturer of said material) 

and has been found to adhere to labeling requirements 

specifi ed by federal law for any hazards it contains.
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FOOD
If family meals, organics, farmers’ markets, and unprocessed 
food are important in your household, generic school food 
might be alarming. True, there are some schools serving 
pretty great lunches, but they’re few and far between. In the 
absence of sending your kids to school with a fair amount 
of organics and mainly whole foods, there are still ways to 
minimize junky snacks and ameliorate lunch offerings. Luckily, 
there are many parents across the nation like yourselves who 
are interested in more nutritious food being served at their 
schools. In addition, teachers and administrations are also 
aware of the need for healthier food in the school cafeteria.

As your school makes the transition to healthier foods, you 
can always pack your kid’s lunch (or have them pack it). You 
can also talk to your kids about how to make healthy choices 
given the current school menu. For example, you might not 
be vegetarians at home, but if school lunch always involves 
commodity meat, your children could choose a meat-free 
option. Whether you take the extra time to make a lunch, 
or push for better school lunches, it’s well worth the effort. 

Children’s developing systems make them extremely 
vulnerable to chemical harm. Pound for pound they take in 
more of the chemicals found in food than adults do, things 
like mercury, lead, pesticide residues, hormone and antibiotic 
residues, and more. The smaller the kids, the bigger the 
exposure, the worse the potential health effects. All of 
this said, entire documentaries, television shows, books, 
government task forces, and organizations are devoted to the 
attempt to fi x this institutionalized, unhealthy mess. This is 
an epic and important struggle. While we address the basics 
in the following pages, there’s no way for us to cover it all. 
Look to the go-to school food resources at the end of this 
e-book for more on this topic.

OVERVIEW
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Your ChecklistYour Checklist
Suggest ideas for Suggest ideas for 
healthier snackshealthier snacks

Create a school Create a school 
lunch committeelunch committee

Start a school gardenStart a school garden

Push for healthier Push for healthier 
vending machines vending machines 

“Years ago, after I wrote Lunch Lessons, someone asked me what one change schools can make 
to improve school food. I replied: salad bars. It’s an easy and a! ordable way to give children 
fresh fruits and vegetables every day at school. My Food Family Farming Foundation o! ers salad 
bar grants, but schools must take the fi rst step and apply. Often they need encouragement. In 
my 15 years as a lunch lady, almost all school food change I witnessed was initiated by parent 
groups. Gather a group of like-minded parents, petition the school board, and don’t give up! 
Believe it or not, you are the one most likely to make a di! erence in your child’s school food.”
– CHEF ANN COOPER, AUTHOR, ADVOCATE AND RENEGADE LUNCH LADY.
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FOOD

1. SUGGEST IDEAS FOR 
HEALTHIER SNACKS
Most school-served snacks tend to be bulk items 
kids will universally gobble down quickly for a burst 
of energy; not always the healthiest option. It’s all 
too easy to think one snack a day doesn’t count, 
but that approach is a slippery slope. A recent study 
from the University of California, Davis, and UCLA 
researchers shows preschoolers are exposed to more 
contaminants than older kids and adults, based on 
body weight. These pollutants include pesticides, 
metals, and acrylamide, which have been variously 
linked to liver toxicity, cancer, and neurological and 

reproductive system damage. Some of the primary 
sources of exposure to acrylamide were the sort of 
processed foods often given to kids as snacks, such 
as crackers and chips. Pesticide exposure came from 
certain fruits and vegetables, as well as dairy and 
meat products. The study says chemical exposures 
can be reduced by limiting highly processed foods 
and by consuming organic produce and milk, among 
other easy steps. 

One way to strategize on this issue is to attend parent 
committee meetings (or a green committee meeting 
if there is one) and ask if there is an established 
line of communication with the school about food. 
Make sure to fi nd out about the history of the snack 
program; chances are this has come up before you 
and will come up again after your kids grow up and 
move on. Start a conversation with the school about 
establishing guidelines for healthier snacks. These 
are especially helpful if parents are responsible for 
bringing in the snacks. Talk about reducing and 
eventually moving away from individually packaged 
items containing ingredients like artifi cial dyes, 
preservatives, trans fats, and high fructose corn 
syrup (HFCS). Help the administrators tasked with 
bulk purchasing fi nd easy solutions. 

EASY STEPS
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2. CREATE A SCHOOL LUNCH COMMITTEE
If your school doesn’t already have a food committee, start one! This can be 
an offshoot of a green committee or entirely separate. Make sure to reach 
out to any school staff members, teachers, or administrators who care about 
healthy food to ask them to join. You will need more than just parents to make 
inroads toward positive change. If you haven’t already eaten lunch at your 
kid’s cafeteria, ask if you can. Then host your fi rst food committee meeting by 
breaking bread together in the cafeteria. Familiarize yourself with the layout, 
what they offer, and introduce yourself to the kitchen workers. They can be an 
amazing not-so-secret weapon. Knowing what their constraints are can help 
you advocate effectively. It is possible they don’t have the right equipment 
or even a dishwasher, which will infl uence the menu choices. You won’t know 
this unless you get on site and ask. The idea isn’t to pit parents against 
administration or cafeteria staff, but rather to work together for a healthier 
cafeteria. Do your research about innovative lunch programs so you can come 
to meetings prepared. Share details and suggestions from reliable sources 
rather than just generically ask for better food.

FOOD

“Start your own personal “Take Your Child to School Lunch Day.” Surprise both your child and the 
school with an unannounced visit to the cafeteria during lunchtime. Not only will you experience 
the joy of delighting your little one (and embarrassing your teenager) with your presence, but you’ll 
have the opportunity to observe exactly what your children are eating during the hours in which 
you’ve entrusted their wellbeing to the school authorities.” 
– KATE ADAMICK, CO-FOUNDER OF COOK FOR AMERICA® & AUTHOR OF LUNCH MONEY: SERVING HEALTHY SCHOOL FOOD IN A SICK ECONOMY
Excerpted from Lunch Money: Serving Healthy School Food in a Sick Economy by Kate Adamick



THINK OUTSIDE 
OF THE LUNCH BOX

As kids come of age, planning their lunches can be wearing on parents. Store 
shelves are lined with items and products promising to help kids grow big and 
strong. And most avoid the healthy stuff like it’s a bad cold. One of Healthy Child’s 
parent ambassadors, Andrea Donsky, has some helpful tips to manage the lunch 
box blues.

TIP #1 INVOLVE YOUR KIDS IN THE 
CREATION OF LUNCH MENUS
Ask them what they want to eat and create a 
weekly schedule. As parents we want the best for 
our kids so we often send them with lunches we 
feel are healthiest for them. Unfortunately, these 
lunches often return home untouched, or end up 
being thrown out, or traded at school. Co-create 
their lunches to encourage them to eat their lunch. 
This will empower them and make them feel good 
about what they eat because they were a part of the 
decision. 

TIP #2 THINK “OUTSIDE 
OF THE [LUNCH] BOX” 
When it comes to kids’ lunches, at Naturally Savvy, 
we encourage our readers to think “outside of the 
[lunch] box.” Rather than send our kids to school 
with sugar-laden, chemical-fi lled snacks, we opt 
for healthy alternatives that taste just as great, but 
don’t contain any artifi cial ingredients, such as food 

colorings. Artifi cial food dyes are made from known 
carcinogens and have been linked to hyperactivity in 
children. In order to ensure our children can make 
the most of their learning environment, it is best to 
avoid any products that contain these artifi cial dyes 
in their lunch bags. 

TIP #3 SKIP THE SCARY SEVEN
When you shop for your kids’ school snacks, look 
for products that are free of The Scary Seven 
ingredients. The Scary Seven are a group of seven 
harmful chemical additives that cause harm to our 
bodies. 

They are: 
• High-fructose corn syrup (HFCS) 
• Trans fats
• Monosodium glutamate (MSG) 
• Artifi cial colors 
• Artifi cial fl avors
• Artifi cial sweeteners 
• [Certain] preservatives 

For more information, visit Naturallysavvy.com
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NATURALLY SAVVY’S ANDREA DONSKY OFFERS THREE TIPS FOR HEALTHY SCHOOL LUNCHES 

Andrea Donsky is a Registered Holistic Nutritionist (R.H.N.), founder of NaturallySavvy.com, and co-author 
of Unjunk Your Junk Food (Gallery, 2011), Label Lessons: Your Guide to a Healthy Shopping Cart, and Label 
Lessons: Unjunk Your Kids Lunch Box.



FOOD
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3. START A SCHOOL GARDEN
It’s an incredible thing to have a picky eater return 
home from school with a bag of radish sprouts 
she’s eager to add to the dinner menu. Many food 
luminaries, which include chef and school farm-to- 
cafeteria pioneer Alice Waters, have explained that 
children are more likely to try and eat food they 
have grown themselves. To get the kids’ hands in 
the dirt, invite the cafeteria staff, the principal, and 
anyone interested to join in the digging and planting 
fun. It’s an open air, non-contentious way to start 
a conversation about where food comes from, how 
it is grown, and what it means to eat whole, not 
processed, foods. If you can’t get a science teacher 
to support the program as part of the curriculum, try 
to get the green committee or PTA involved. If you 
can get teachers to cook in the classroom and use 
the school-grown produce, all the better!

4. PUSH FOR HEALTHIER 
VENDING MACHINES 
School vending machines can provide a good 
source of revenue for a school. And it means kids 
don’t have to go off campus for snacks, or pack 
their own. Traditionally, however, they dispense 
junk. Schools that have placed healthier items in 
their vending machines have found them to be a 
tough sell. However, this soon may be the only 
thing available. Early in 2013, the USDA set new 
limits on what is sold in school vending machines. 
Items aren’t supposed to exceed 200 calories and 
they must meet specifi c guidelines when it comes 
to fat and sugar. Of course just because something 
is low in calories, fat, and sugar doesn’t mean it’s 
also low in pesticide residues, dairy hormones, or 
various artifi cial ingredients. Ask the food committee 
to push for the healthiest vending machine options 
available. Schools are in such a powerful position to 
infl uence and improve kids’ diets.

FOOD



YOU SAY IT’S 
YOUR BIRTHDAY
There’s pretty much a birthday celebration a week at 

school, if not more. School guidelines will determine 

if this involves cupcakes, cookies, and candy. The 

celebration aspect is lovely. Every parent wants their 

child to feel special on his or her birthday. But the 

sugary overload can be a bit much. Parents can join 

together via the food committee or the PTA, and ask 

teachers or the administration to set a policy on what’s 

acceptable and what’s too much when it comes to 

birthday celebrations. If you can’t get everyone to agree 

on organic cupcakes (good luck with that!) at least set 

rules about the size and kind of treats allowed. Mini 

cupcakes and regular-sized cookies are preferable to 

supersized ones. Traditional (home) baked goods 

are preferable to those with artifi cially-colored icing, 

preservatives, and candy decorations. Some classrooms 

opt to celebrate all birthdays that fall in a given month 

on one day—a fantastic approach to this conundrum. 
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PESTICIDES
Pesticides, chemicals intentionally designed to infl ict fatal harm on living things, 
are an all too real daily hazard. They have been linked to immune dysfunction, 
autism, reproductive and developmental disorders, childhood cancer, leukemia, 
and many other health effects. And while you may have taken pains to eliminate 
these exceptionally toxic materials at home, they can be common at school.

More than 80% of America’s schools routinely use pesticides. That’s a serious 
concern because children are exceptionally vulnerable to the effects of these 
poisons. Their small size, developing systems, and tendency to put things in 
their mouths puts them at great risk.

Here’s what you can do to protect them.

OVERVIEW
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Your ChecklistYour Checklist
Talk to your school about Talk to your school about 

practicing Integrated Pest practicing Integrated Pest 

Management (IPM)Management (IPM)

Suggest using either no or Suggest using either no or 

least toxic pesticidesleast toxic pesticides

Use safer lice control Use safer lice control 



PESTICIDES

More than 80% of America’s schools 
routinely use pesticides. 
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PESTICIDES

1. TALK TO YOUR SCHOOL ABOUT 
PRACTICING INTEGRATED PEST 
MANAGEMENT (IPM)
This system of pest control replaces regular prophylactic 
applications of pesticides with a policy that calls for their 
use only as a last resort. In place of chemicals, IPM employs 
measures that prevent pests in the fi rst place. The following 
practices will assist with the control of pests: 

1. Keep vegetation away from buildings
2. Seal all fl oor and foundation cracks
3. Keep food areas completely clean
4. Empty and clean all areas twice a year
5. Clean all garbage cans and dumpsters
6. Prevent leaks and moisture problems
7. Keep records to identify pest trends and patterns
8. Use mechanical and biological means to deal with outbreaks 

as a fi rst measure
9. Deploy the least toxic solutions when/if pesticides are 

required
10. If the school insists on conventional pesticides, insist that 

all parents be informed in advance
11. Work to enforce a policy that no sprays are to be used while 

school is in session

2. SUGGEST USING EITHER NO 
OR LEAST TOXIC PESTICIDES  
These can include using traps and/or materials like boric acid, 
diatomaceous earth, silica gels, herbs, essential oil sprays, 
soaps, and products formulated with them.

EASY STEPS



3. USE SAFER LICE CONTROL 
Lice are equal opportunity parasites that don’t care if hair or the people it’s on are clean 
or not. Each year there are approximately 12 million cases of lice, which means they’re 
more common than most realize. To remove lice, many turn to shampoos, which contain 
pesticides like permethrin, pyrethrin, lindane, or malathion. These ingredients have 
been linked to cancer, nervous system damage, organ harm, and endocrine disruption. 
Studies also suggest that lice shampoos increase the risk of childhood leukemia and 
brain cancer. 

Safer methods for removal include these strategies: 

1. Treat scalps with diluted oils of bitter orange, thyme, rose, palmarose, or citronella
2. Use a lice comb
3. Hire a lice specialist trained in non-chemical removal
4. Smother lice and eggs with mayonnaise or olive oil

You’re in charge of what is used in your own home, but why not share your information 
with the school nurse. He or she can, in turn, share with all families.

PESTICIDES



AIR QUALITY
Though we tend to think of air pollution as something that 
happens outside, it’s an issue indoors, too, especially where 
schools are concerned. According to the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), half of America’s schools have 
problems linked to poor indoor air quality. This pollution 
comes primarily from fumes emitted by furnishings and other 
items, the use of chemical products, combustion devices like 
stoves and furnaces, bacteria and molds, and dirty outside 
air. When trapped inside energy-effi cient buildings designed 
to contain costly heat and air conditioning, the bad air these 
elements create can quickly build to unhealthy levels—not 
what you want around children’s lungs.

Breathing poor quality air all day long can trigger symptoms 
from eye, nose, and throat irritation to coughing, nausea, 
chronic fatigue, inability to concentrate, allergies, asthma, 
and fever. Studies demonstrate that improved indoor air 
quality increases productivity and improves the performance 
of concentration and recall. Here’s how to suggest your 
school clear the air. 

OVERVIEW
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According to the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA), half of America’s schools have 
problems linked to poor indoor air quality.



Your ChecklistYour Checklist
Ask your school to inspect its fi ltersAsk your school to inspect its fi lters

Help your school keep a lid on VOCs
Help your school keep a lid on VOCs

Hunt down off-gassing culpritsHunt down off-gassing culprits

Ask your school to inspect itsAsk your school to inspect its 

combustion devicescombustion devices

Report damp areas, leaky pipes and 
Report damp areas, leaky pipes and 

signs of water damagesigns of water damage

Suggest healthier air freshening 
Suggest healthier air freshening 

strategiesstrategies

Embrace fresh air Embrace fresh air 

Start a no-idling campaigntart a no-idling campaign

AIR QUALITY
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AIR QUALITY

EASY STEPS
1. ASK YOUR SCHOOL TO 
INSPECT ITS FILTERS 
While heating, ventilation and air conditioning fi lters 
are meant to remove air pollutants, they can become 
clogged over time. Overburdened fi lters end up re-
releasing the contaminants they’ve trapped back into 
the air. Regular cleaning or replacement prevents 
this ironic reversal of fortune. Not sure who at your 
school is in charge of fi lters? Ask around.

2. HELP YOUR SCHOOL
KEEP A LID ON VOCS
VOCs are materials that form vapors at room 
temperature, and they’re among the biggest and 
most toxic components of a typical indoor air 
pollution mix. The primary sources are: solvents, 
cleaning products, adhesives, aerosol propellants, 
copiers and printers, particleboard (wood), air 
fresheners, perfumed cosmetics and personal care 
products, vinyl, and carpeting. Look around your 
school for VOC emitters like these and talk to school 
staff about the need to control and eliminate them. 
Kids, especially teens and tweens who wear perfume 
and body sprays, are another source of VOCs. Some 
school districts have fragrance bans as a way to 
combat these fumes. 

3. HUNT DOWN OFF-GASSING 
CULPRITS
Off-gassing is the process by which VOCs like 
formaldehyde, a known carcinogen, escape into 
the air. But not all materials that off-gas are VOCs. 
Pollutants like phthalates and fl ame retardants are 
called semi-volatile organic compounds (SVOCs), 
which means they can exist as either gases or 
particles at room temperature. Because off-gassing 
generally decreases over time as materials age and 
release all their available VOCs and SVOCs, isolating 
its sources while that process occurs has a huge 
positive effect. This is why it’s a good idea to ask 
your school to do all its painting and construction 
during the summer break. 

If a school has plans to purchase new furniture, 
this is the time to discuss the benefi ts of using 
items without particleboard or other pressed woods 
materials, which off-gas formaldehyde. If these 
materials are purchased, explore the possibility of 
allowing them to air out for as long as possible 
in a ventilated child-free space. When carpets are 
installed, the same sequestration will help. So will 
the use of mechanical installation methods like tacks 
instead of glues, which contain VOCs. Make sure to 
help provide concrete alternatives and advice to your 
school’s administration rather than just the request 
to make sure nothing is off-gassing. 





AIR QUALITY

4. ASK YOUR 
SCHOOL TO INSPECT ITS
COMBUSTION DEVICES
Furnaces, water heaters, stoves, lab equipment, 
and any other devices that produce fl ames should 
always be properly vented to the outside.

5. REPORT DAMP AREAS, 
LEAKY PIPES, AND SIGNS 
OF WATER DAMAGE
These problems can easily cause mold, and often 
they’re the only clue that trouble is occuring. Mold 
growth commonly occurs behind walls and in other 
out-of-sight places. Researchers at the Institute of 
Medicine have linked indoor exposure to mold with 
upper respiratory tract distress, cough, and wheezing. 
A study of 1,900 children in Helsinki, Finland found 
that those who inhabited spaces that simply smelled 
of mold had a 2.5 times greater risk of asthma. 

6. SUGGEST HEALTHIER AIR 
FRESHENING STRATEGIES
Conventional air fresheners—spray or solid—are a 
top source of airborne toxins. They do not actually 
remove odors but cover them up with stronger, 
long-lasting synthetic scents often released from 
so-called “plug-ins.” To work, they fi ll the air with 
hazardous chemicals including phthalates, terpenes, 
acetone, propane, and petroleum distillates. Safer 
approaches include eliminating odors at their 
source, employing natural deodorizing materials 
like baking soda as well as ample ventilation, using 
activated charcoal air fi lters, and masking persistent 
odors with essential oil sprays. For the teacher who 
doesn’t want to give up his or her plug-in, there 
are versions available that contain essential oils 
instead of synthetic scents. Keep in mind that some 
essential oils are common allergens for children.
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AIR QUALITY





7. EMBRACE FRESH AIR
Whether the issue is cleaners, air fresheners, or off-
gassing, one of the best solutions is also one of the 
simplest: open up the windows to let fresh air in and 
bad air out. Done regularly, these air exchanges often 
singlehandedly solve poor air quality problems. Don’t 
worry about wasted heat or air conditioning. Energy 
losses from a few minutes of open windows are negligible 
and any trade-off is more than worth it.

8. START A NO IDLING CAMPAIGN 
Idling diesel buses waste fuel and fi ll surrounding air with 
noxious clouds of fi ne particulate matter and carcinogenic 
exhaust that’s able to penetrate deep into young lungs. 
This pollution enters nearby buildings every time a door 
or window opens. No-idling campaigns have really taken 
off in various school districts across the country so 
parents have ample great precedent to support launching 
one at their own schools.

AIR QUALITY
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ON THE PLAYGROUND
The playground is the ultimate symbol of childhood, a sanctuary where bodies in 
joyful motion meet imaginations set free. But the same mix of modern materials 
and equipment that make today’s playgrounds such a delight can contain hidden 
hazards that quickly take the fun out of recess. Some of these issues are simple 
and inexpensive to fi x. Others can require more time and effort. Here’s what to 
look for and how to correct it.

OVERVIEW

Your ChecklistYour Checklist
Check for lead paintCheck for lead paint

Check for arsenic in woodenCheck for arsenic in wooden

play equipment play equipment 

Be wary of crumb rubber Be wary of crumb rubber 

Skip artifi cial turfSkip artifi cial turf

Practice playground precautionPractice playground precaution 

Dump play sandDump play sand



ON THE PLAYGROUND
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ON THE PLAYGROUND

EASY STEPS
1. CHECK FOR LEAD PAINT
Lead is still found in some “industrial” paints that 
might be used on playground equipment, and older 
paint layers may contain it, too. After years of wear 
and tear, the soil around any lead-painted structures 
may also contain lead. Recommend a lead test if 
you suspect problems. (You can always supply the 
testing kit, which can be purchased at most hardware 
stores.) Remediation measures range from simple 
(sequester offending equipment and soil under new 
paint or surfaces) to involved (remove offending 
equipment and soils). For more on lead paint, see 
page 61. 

2.  CHECK FOR ARSENIC IN 
WOODEN PLAY EQUIPMENT  
Until 2004, wood sold for outdoor use was infused 
with chromated copper arsenate (CCA) to help it 
resist the elements. This toxic blend of chromium, 
copper, and arsenic can seep back out over time 
and be absorbed and inhaled. Older wood structures 
may still contain CCA, and the surrounding soil can 
contain arsenic that leached out over the years. 
Treated wood can sometimes be identifi ed by a 
greenish tinge, which fades over time. However, 
test kits are a better bet. If a structure was built 
prior to 2005, it almost certainly contains CCA and 
should be coated annually with a waterproof sealant 
or replaced. Polluted soils should be removed or 
covered. 

3. BE WARY OF 
CRUMB RUBBER
These tiny pebble-like black, brown, red, or green 
crumbs are made from recycled tires that contain 
dozens of toxins including arsenic, cadmium, 
chromium, manganese, mercury, lead, acetone, 
methyl ethyl ketone, chloroethane, polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons, benzene, and halogenated 
fl ame retardants. Kids who play on crumb rubber can 
inhale or absorb these and other poisons. Simple 
safe replacements include untreated wood chips and 
mulches, pea gravel, and sand. Wood chips offer 
the best protection from high falls. The Consumer 
Product Safety Commission recommends at least 12 
initial inches of material, which will compress to the 
minimum recommended nine inches. 

4. SKIP ARTIFICIAL TURF
Artifi cial turf can contain lead that—with use and 
age—gets released as inhalable or ingestible dust. 
Under strong sun, it can also get hot enough to cause 
burns and release unhealthy vapors. It’s also believed 
that artifi cial turf can harbor dangerous bacteria kids 
bring onto the fi eld and spread infections. A better 
alternative is natural grass. 

5. PRACTICE 
PLAYGROUND PRECAUTION
When it’s really hot out, ask your child’s teacher to 
keep the kids inside; heat facilitates the release of 
any toxic substances the playground harbors. Always 
keep scrapes and cuts covered with a bandage to 
prevent infection. Shake out shoes and clothes when 
kids get home. Baths and a fresh set of clothes are 
even better. If you have hungry kids on a playground, 
always have them wash their hands before eating. 
Ask teachers to establish a post recess hand-washing 
routine. 



6. DUMP PLAY SAND
Many sandboxes contain a product called “play sand,” 
a manufactured material made from ground quartz, 
which can contain carcinogenic crystalline silica and 
a mineral related to asbestos called tremolite. These 
contaminants are easily inhaled by kids as they play 
in sandboxes. A key clue is dust. If you see a lot 
of it in the sandbox or on your kids, there may be 
an issue. Fortunately, the fi x is simple: encourage 
your child’s school to replace suspect sand with play 
sands labeled “hazard-free,” or choose safer river or 
beach sands like those available at garden stores. 
If possible, sandboxes should be covered between 
uses to keep out pathogens and other hazards.

ON THE PLAYGROUND
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DAYCARE
& PRESCHOOL
Many of the topics addressed in this e-book, like indoor air pollution and 
cleaning products, are universal concerns for all ages. Other issues are life stage 
specifi c. Once your child enters elementary school, for example, you won’t have 
to worry about toxic nap mats, but you will have to think beyond snacks to 
include school lunch. Another key difference: daycare and preschool are usually 
only private. The following are some preschool era issues you might fi nd yourself 
wanting to address in a healthy fashion. 

OVERVIEW

Your ChecklistYour Checklist
Consider diapers and wipesConsider diapers and wipes

Ask if breastmilk is allowedAsk if breastmilk is allowed

Lobby for healthy toys Lobby for healthy toys 

Discuss healthier nap mats Discuss healthier nap mats 
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DAYCARE & PRESCHOOL



1. CONSIDER 
DIAPERS AND WIPES 
Parents who use cloth diapers can be met with 
a less than warm welcome at daycare. This can 
stem from state or even municipal family childcare 
provider regulations; some address cloth diapers, 
while others do not. If you are committed to cloth 
diapers, seek out a daycare center that will let you 
use them. If you can’t fi nd one, look into eco- and 
kid-friendlier disposables for the hours your children 
are in daycare, and cloth diapers when they’re at 
home. Whatever diapers your kids are in, you might 
want to provide your own wipes. Most conventional 
baby wipes contain synthetic fragrance as well as 
other chemicals of concern like preservatives that 
have been linked to various health issues. This is 
not the sort of thing you want wiped on your baby’s 
thin skin many times a day. 

2. ASK IF 
BREASTMILK IS ALLOWED  
So you’re dedicated to breastfeeding, but what do 
you do when your chosen daycare won’t feed your 
hard-won milk to your baby? It depends on where you 
live, but most daycare centers are legally required to 
take breastmilk. Check local laws. Another option if 
you happen to work near your daycare, or if it is on 
site, is to stop by and feed your baby at set times, if 
the workers agree to this. Chances are you’re not the 
fi rst parent to have asked for this accommodation. 
Push for what works for you and your baby. If you 
can’t reach an agreement that makes sense for 
your breastfeeding relationship, it’s time to look for 
another daycare. 
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DAYCARE & PRESCHOOL

EASY STEPS



“Remember that you have the power to make changes 
in your child’s school and daycare. Often times, 
you just need to ask! Talk with other parents and 
approach decision makers with a friendly attitude, 
background information, and suggested changes.”
– LINDSAY DAHL, DEPUTY DIRECTOR AT SAFER CHEMICALS HEALTHY FAMILIES. 



DAYCARE & PRESCHOOL
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3. LOBBY FOR HEALTHY TOYS
When you tour daycare centers and nursery schools, check out the toy selection. If 
you see many shelves of unpainted hard wood blocks, it’s a good sign. If you see 
many worn plastic toys that look like hand-me-downs, ask the administration how 
they choose their toys. Donated older toys—and even new toys—could contain 
vinyl (aka PVC), which can expose kids to endocrine-disrupting phthalates and 
lead. These aren’t the best choices for your children’s playtime. Look at the art 
supplies, too. In general, you want to hear that the administration knows about 
the potential risks when it comes to children’s toys—specifi cally PVC, imports, 
and brightly painted items. If there doesn’t appear to be awareness around 
toxic toy concerns at your preschool or daycare center, speak up and lobby for 
healthier versions. Try to stay on top of the situation. You might attend a nursery 
school where the teachers lovingly make their own batches of play dough rather 
than buy it pre-made, but allow kids to play with deteriorating foam cushions 
that might contain fl ame retardants. It’s not necessarily negligence; they might 
not know better. Get the conversation started.



4. DISCUSS HEALTHIER NAP MATS
Nap mats are frequently made from not-great-for-kids materials, like petroleum-derived and fl ame retardant 
treated foam. It could be also be PVC (aka vinyl), off-gassing hormone-disrupting chemicals called phthalates. 
Ethylene vinyl acetate (EVA) is widely considered the standard safe substitute for PVC. But a few years 
back, formamide, a reproductive and developmental toxicant, was found in EVA foam, a byproduct of the 
manufacturing process. As a result it was strictly regulated for mats—specifi cally those with which kids come 
into contact—in certain European countries, as well as in Taiwan. Not every foam mat will be made of PVC 
or contain formamide or even fl ame retardants, but since mats aren’t sold with ingredient lists, here’s how 
to suggest your school purchase the safest ones for your kids:

If your daycare or school already has foam nap mats and you’re concerned about what they might contain, 
ask the director to fi nd out who manufactures them, then call the manufacturer to ask what’s inside. If you 
can’t get a satisfactory answer, or if you fi nd a material you don’t want in your kid’s classroom, ask if they 
have any plans to replace the mats. Suggest they purchase a safer version then. In the meantime, your child 
might be able to bring in a nice thick washable towel or cozy blanket from home to nap on instead.

•  Look for a mat made from a natural material. A great example is natural latex, which comes from 
rubber trees, not petroleum. If the people in charge of purchasing mats at your daycare or school can’t 
fi nd ones specifi cally marketed for children, suggest natural rubber yoga mats.

•  Think cotton or wool. Who needs foam? Untreated cotton rag rugs can be quite cushy and inexpensive. 
And they can be easily cleaned in the washing machine. Even small wool rugs can work. Just make 
sure they don’t have plastic backing.
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• Choose safer school products. Purchase lunchboxes, 
notebooks, pencil sleeves, and other products made 
without vinyl, which can expose kids to hormone-disrupting 
phthalates. 

• Serve a healthy breakfast. This simple act is said to perform 
all sorts of miracles including boosting test scores, enhancing 
memory and problem solving, and improving behavior. Fill 
breakfast plates with what kids aren’t likely to have at school: 
fresh fruit, whole grains, protein, and little or no added sugars.

• Keep a cool lunch. Research at the University of Texas found 
that 98% of brought-from-home lunches reached unsafe 
temperatures by mealtime. Use insulated lunchboxes and chill 
or freeze food and drinks the night before.

• Keep kids active. Toss your couch potatoes outside when 
they’re at home, and have them walk or bike to school if they 
can. The more kids engage in “inactivities” like video games, 
TV, and internet use, the greater their risks for obesity, chronic 
diseases, and behavioral and academic issues. At least 60 
minutes of active play and 10 to 15 minutes of vigorous 
exercise per day keeps them healthy. 

• Give them a good night’s sleep. Sleep-deprived kids are at 
risk for weight gain, depression, poor academic performance, 
lower immunity to illness and reduced concentration and 
creative ability. Children need at least ten hours of sleep per 
day. Teens can get by on eight to nine, but the more the 
merrier. You know your children best. 

• Support their immune systems. According to the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), U.S. children miss 
22 million school days each year as a result of the common 
cold! Do all you can to keep kids healthy. Consider a natural 
approach using homeopathic medicine to support immune 
systems as well as relieve symptoms in an effort to keep your 
kids well and in school. 

HEALTHY SCHOOL 
DAYS BEGIN AT HOME
While you push for changes at school or daycare, 
don’t forget to take similar actions at home. 
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According to the Center for Health, Environment & 
Justice (CHEJ), children’s vinyl school supplies are 
chock full of toxic phthalates—chemicals banned 
in toys that have been linked to birth defects and 
asthma.

The organization did an investigation, which 
found for the fi rst time that popular vinyl school 
supplies contain levels of toxic phthalates as high 
as 69 times over the federal limit on toys. Eighty 
percent of children’s back to school supplies 
sampled contained phthalates, and 75% of them 
contained levels so high, it would be illegal for 
companies to sell them if they were toys. Why 
are these chemicals banned in toys, but allowed 
in our school supplies? It’s enough to make any 
parent furious.

Here are some helpful tips to help families avoid 
PVC this back-to-school shopping season from 
Mike Schade, Markets Campaign Coordinator at 
CHEJ:

For more information, visit Chej.org/thisvinylschool

• Go to Chej.org and download the Back-to-
School Guide to PVC-free School Supplies and 
the wallet-sized version.

• Avoid school supplies made with vinyl, as 
well as other vinyl products, especially those 
that are fl exible. These products are not always 
labeled, although some may be labeled as 
“vinyl” or “PVC”.

• Purchase PVC-free school supplies made of 
safer materials.

• To identify vinyl packaging, look for the 
universal recycling symbol. If it has the number 
“3” inside it, or the letters “V” or “PVC” 
underneath it, you know the product is made 
out of PVC.

• Some products are not properly labeled, 
making it impossible to determine whether 
they contain vinyl. If you’re uncertain, e-mail 
or call the 1-800 number of the manufacturer 
or retailer and ask what type of plastic their 
product is made of. You have the right to know.

HOW TO AVOID PVC THIS
BACK TO SCHOOL SEASON 



The biggest ticket items in terms of kids’ health at 
any school are often the most diffi cult to tackle. 
These include asbestos, lead paint, old plumbing, 
non-working windows, other infrastructure issues, 
and even where the building is sited. Despite 
the serious and well-documented public health 
ramifi cations of such problems, stretched school 
budgets are often incapable of covering the needed 
fi xes. There may be regulations on the books that 
schools are required to adhere to—some federal, 
some state, some local—but compliance can be 
spotty. And some substances, like asbestos, are far 
more regulated than others. PTAs should be well 
versed in rules that apply to their school and not 
afraid to make some noise. They should also join 
forces with the local teacher’s union. Teachers and 
families often share concerns about safe learning 
environments. Unions carry weight, have district 
representatives, and established relationships with 
the Board of Education.

Though lead, asbestos, and more are found in older 
buildings, new schools can also have problems. 
Design fl aws can lead to water intrusion and mold 
problems. Overly sealed buildings with improperly 
functioning HVAC systems won’t have enough fresh 
air. Parents can clue into these problems based on 
kids’ complaints. Persistent headaches and fatigue, 
for example, can be a sign of poor air quality, 
especially if they tend to clear up at home. Allergy 
symptoms like sinus and congestion issues might 
indicate a damp building. 

Unless your fundraising capacities are through the 
(leaky?) roof, the best and perhaps only chance 
that your PTA or green committee is likely to get to 
remediate serious structural and mechanical defi cits 
will occur during renovations. Try to stay abreast of 
the plans for capital improvements at your school, 
and when they plan to make major structural 
changes. 

If the needed work can’t happen while your child 
attends the school, you can take pride in the fact 
that you have laid the foundation for the next wave 
of students. Someone had to set the ball rolling. 
The students of the future will benefi t from these 
advances.

BIGGER CHALLENGES
OVERVIEW
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Your ChecklistYour Checklist
Work on water qualityWork on water quality

Learn the ABCs of PCBsLearn the ABCs of PCBs

Plan ahead for school Plan ahead for school 
renovationsrenovations

Get the lead paint outGet the lead paint out



Work on water quality

Learn the ABCs of PCBs

Plan ahead for school 
renovations

Get the lead paint out

“Schools with a very involved PTA get these problems headed o!  fast.” 
-ED OLMSTED, AN ENVIRONMENTAL HYGIENIST AND CONSULTANT TO THE UNITED TEACHER’S FEDERATION IN NEW YORK CITY



1. WORK ON WATER QUALITY
Is the water that fl ows from the drinking fountains as safe as it should be? The 
tap water in your town is probably already tested frequently. Ask the school to 
test it itself to reveal what happens when the water enters the building’s pipes. 
(Some municipalities will test school water for free.) The results will determine 
the types of strategies you need to take. One of the most inexpensive ways to 
address impurities is water fi lters. If your school refuses to test and/or fi lter its 
water, you can always supply your child with a reusable water bottle fi lled with 
fi ltered tap water. Some reusable bottles now come with their own fi lters as 
well, which can be safely refi lled at school. When you freeze the water bottles 
overnight, the bottles will keep the water inside cold for most of the day.

BIGGER CHALLENGES
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2. LEARN THE ABCS OF PCBS 
PCBs are a family of chemicals deemed “probably carcinogenic” by the EPA. 
They have also been linked to nervous system damage and are bioaccumulative, 
meaning they build up in the body. They’re particularly risky for young kids (and 
pregnant women) and yet can be found in schools built before 1978 when the 
EPA banned them. They pop up in various applications including in electrical 
equipment because they don’t burn easily and insulate well. They’re also found 
in caulk. 

Lighting ballasts, transformers that make fl uorescent lights turn on instantly, 
were once fi lled with a PCB-based oil. When older ballasts fail, they can 
overheat and leak this oil, release vapors and even particles into classrooms. 
Ask your school if it has any p12 fl uorescent lights, the type that used PCBs. 
If the answer is yes, ask for them to be replaced, an action being undertaken 
at schools nationwide. Newer versions, called p8, have electronic PCB oil-free 
ballasts. 

PCBs can also be found in caulk used in many school buildings through the 
1970s. The EPA says most schools built after 1979 do not contain PCBs in 
caulk. If your school is older, the EPA has guidelines for school administrators 
and building managers about managing PCBs in caulk and offers tools to help 
minimize exposure. Be aware that the PCBs found in caulk can get ground up 
and spread around when doing renovations. Precautions are needed. Regional 
EPA offi ces can help schools test for PCBs and develop plans for removal. 
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Ask your school if it has any p12 fl uorescent lights, the type that used PCBs. If the 
answer is yes, ask for them to be replaced, an action being undertaken at schools 

nationwide. Newer versions, called p8, have electronic PCB oil-free ballasts.





3. PLAN AHEAD FOR 
SCHOOL RENOVATIONS
Make sure the PTA is always aware of planned 
renovations. Ask that they be done over the summer 
when kids aren’t around and performed carefully. 
This involves the use of lead-safe practices for all 
work, no-VOC paints, low-VOC sealants and fi nishes 
for wood fl oors, and tacks instead of VOC-fi lled 
adhesives for carpets. There are safer kid-friendly 
construction materials available for virtually every 
project. Ask that your school use them for all 
renovations. Check municipal or district regulations. 
Your school may already be required to use green 
materials for renovations. Insist they adhere to the 
rules. 

Ask your school to consider bare wood fl oors, 
which can rank among the hardiest and least toxic 
options if done correctly. Wood is a long-lived 
natural material that won’t trap and collect toxins 
or emit unhealthy fumes, and it can be installed 
without hazardous chemical adhesives. The most 
environmentally sound wood fl oors will consist of 
sustainably harvested woods fi nished with non-
toxic and/or low-VOC fi nishes like those certifi ed 
by GREENGUARD Institute. Regardless of the type 
used, all fi nishing and refi nishing should always be 
done during summer vacations when no children are 
present.

If your school was built before 1978 and lead is 
an issue, all work must be performed by lead-safe 
certifi ed contractors that adhere to the EPA’s lead 
renovation, repair, and painting rules. A subset of 
these rules specifi cally cover childcare facilities and 
kindergartens, but remember lead is of concern for 
kids of every age. Be aware of what work is being 
done. Turning rooms that were never designed to be 
classrooms (like a basement or a locker room) into 
classrooms could create unnecessary problems. 

4. GET THE LEAD PAINT OUT
The EPA has published precautions regarding lead, 
a potent neurotoxin, and child occupied spaces. 
Depending on where you live, there may also be 
state and local regulations about assessments and 
mitigation. Parents should ask school management if 
and when a lead assessment was performed. If one 
has been done, they should ask if and where any 
lead was found. PTAs need to be aware of actions 
the school plans to take in order to maintain any 
lead paint to keep kids safe. (According to the EPA, 
there are no safe levels of lead.) If you have reason 
to believe there are hazardous conditions at your 
school—for example you can see visible fl akes of 
paint around windows or doors in a building built 
before 1978—get in touch with environmental 
authorities in your town, city, or state, or call the EPA. 

BIGGER CHALLENGES
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Ask your school to consider bare wood 
fl oors, which can rank among the hardiest 
and least toxic options if done correctly. 
The most environmentally sound wood 
fl oors will consist of sustainably harvested 
woods fi nished with non-toxic and/or 
low-VOC fi nishes like those certifi ed by 
GREENGUARD Institute. 





HOW TO CREATE AN 
ENVIRONMENTALLY 

AWARE ATMOSPHERE 
You’ve joined forces with other like-minded parents and have made some good changes 
and continue to push your school for more. You have your allies in the administration 
and the teacher’s lounge. Great! Now’s the time—if you haven’t already—to add in a 
few tangential eco-friendly programs that promote environmental awareness and create 
an atmosphere that lends itself to further change down the road. What could be better?

1. GET KIDS INVOLVED
Programs that engage students are invaluable. 
Looking for ideas? Start a farm-to-cafeteria alliance, 
supporting a local farm in an effort to provide better 
food as well as to educate. 

2. REDUCE LUNCHROOM WASTE
The statistics around lunchroom waste, packaging 
and food are staggering. The EPA says packing a 
waste-free lunch saves 67 pounds of trash per nine-
month school year (it also saves an average student 
$250—what a great incentive)! If your school isn’t 
up to adopting a zero-waste lunch policy, recycling 
and composting can help. Parents can encourage 
their kids to form clubs dedicated to both. 

3. REINFORCE AT EVERY TURN
Establishing composting and recycling programs 
fosters an overarching earth-friendly awareness. Post 
signs around the school reminding people to turn off 
lights when not in use. Taking a holistic approach to 
environmental issues is directly related to creating a 
healthy school.

4. REACH OUT AND ASK FOR HELP
All it takes is an interested teacher or two to act as 
advisor. The PTA or a green committee can also get 
involved. As with most things kid-related, it takes a 
village.
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GENERAL
• Healthy Schools Network: This nonprofi t, a leading national voice for children’s environmental health at 
school, offers dozens of fact sheets, guides, and peer-reviewed reports for parents on their website.
 
• EPA Healthy School Environments: The EPA Healthy Schools website provides invaluable resources and 
information to support healthy and productive school environments. 

GREEN CLEANING
• The Green Purchasing Institute and Green Schools Initiative: GPI is a nonprofi t providing hands on technical 
support to institutional purchasers and policy makers to advance environmentally preferable purchasing 
(EPP) initiatives.

• EPA Guide to Healthier Cleaning and Maintenance Practices and Products for Schools: This EPA guide 
provides strategies on healthy cleaning practices complete with recommended steps, a purchasing checklist, 
and more.  
 
• National Association of State Boards of Education Green Cleaning Schools Guides: The NASBE lays out why 
healthy learning environments are particularly relevant when it comes to education standards. Bookmark it.

FOOD/SCHOOL LUNCHES
• Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine, Healthy School Lunches: The Healthy School Lunch 
Campaign is dedicated to improving the food served to children by educating government and school 
offi cials, food service workers, parents, and others about best choices to promote children’s current and 
long-term health.
 
• Better School Food: Better School Food is a nonprofi t organization raising awareness about food, children’s 
health, and learning.
 
• National Farm to School Network: This network connects schools and local farms with the shared mission 
of educating both parties on the importance of healthy eating and local agriculture. 
 
• Chef Ann Cooper: Chef Ann is a school food movement rock star. She’s working hard to reform the current 
state of affairs and is deeply focused on the links between food, family, farming, and children’s health and 
wellness. 

ARTS & CRAFTS
• Washington Toxics Coalition, Choosing Safer Art & Craft Supplies: WaToxics offers a helpful checklist on 
which supplies to choose and which to avoid. 
 
• California Offi ce of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment Guidelines for the Safe Use of Art and Craft 
Materials: The California OEHHA provides assistance to school personnel and parents selecting and using 
safe arts and crafts products.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
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PESTICIDES
• EPA, Integrated Pest Management (IPM) in Schools: When asking your school administration to use IPM, 
this is a great site to reference.

• Beyond Pesticides, Children & Schools: Beyond Pesticides lists current pesticide legislation, hazards and 
alternatives, as well as state and local policies on pesticides in schools—a true education. 
 
• Centers for Disease Control, Reducing Pesticide Exposure at Schools: The CDC has a helpful fact sheet on 
reducing pesticides with the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health approval. 
 
• Pesticide Action Network, Schools & Playgrounds: PANNA offers helpful and current information on 
pesticides in classrooms and schoolyards. 

INDOOR AIR QUALITY (IAQ)
• EPA, Creating Healthy Indoor Environments in Schools:  Find information designed specifi cally for you on 
how to help improve IAQ in schools. 
 
• OSHA, Indoor Air Quality, Schools: The OSHA site gives parents links to government resources and 
information on IAQ. 
 
• Healthy Schools Network, Parents Guide to School Indoor Air Quality: This is the easy, understandable, and 
helpful guide to school IAQ you’ve been looking for. 

PLAYGROUNDS
• Healthy Schools Network, Environmental Health Hazards in the Playground: The Healthy Schools Network 
outlines toxic threats on the playground. A great place to start for anyone interested in learning more about 
this topic. 
 
• Consumer Product Safety Commission, Playground Safety: The CPSC offers safety alerts and guides on 
playground safety. Bonus: You can order printed copies of them. 

BIGGER ISSUES
• EPA.gov: For summaries of the threats and health issues associated with lead, PCBs, as well as mold, 
moisture, and more, head to this government-maintained site.

SCHOOL SUPPLIES
• CHEJ Guide to PVC-Free School Supplies: A parent-friendly guide to shopping PVC-free.
 
• Greenpeace Guide to Greener Electronics: A helpful guide to understanding how to choose the greenest 
electronics.

• HealthyStuff’s back to school products fi ndings: HealthyStuff’s series of tests on various kid-related products 
on the market shows their potential health hazards. Good to consult before back to school shopping.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES



OUR SPONSORS
This e-Book is just one resource from our Healthier Schools & Daycares Toolkit – 
made possible in part, by these mission-aligned companies: 

Since 1919, Bona® has been trusted by professionals 
in developing premium quality fi nishing and cleaning 
systems specifi cally to maintain the natural beauty of 
hardwood fl oors. Proven to be safe, healthy, easy and the 
most effective way to clean, shine and protect your fl oors. 

Visit Mybonahome.com

Featuring formulas made from plants, not petroleum, the #1 selling 
green brand in the U.S. offers products designed to be healthy 
solutions for the air, surfaces, fabrics, pets and people within your 
home—and for the community and environment outside of it. 
Seventh Generation’s extensive line of homecare, laundry, personal 
care and baby products are designed to make a difference -- from 
their development to their production, purchase, use, and disposal.   
Visit Seventhgeneration.com
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Grades of Green is an environmental education nonprofi t that inspires and empowers kids and the broader school 
community to care for the environment through its free website, Youth Corps, and school grant programs. With more 
than 120,000 students inspired to date, they are starting a green school movement and they want you to be a part of it.    
Visit Gradesofgreen.org



A trusted resource for parents for more than 20 years, 
Healthy Child Healthy World is a California nonprofi t 
public benefi t corporation with a mission to empower 
parents to take action and protect their children from 
harmful chemicals. By working with manufacturers and 
supporting policy initiatives, Healthy Child Healthy World 
provides access to critical information that encourages 
smarter lifestyle choices that reduce chemical exposure 
in homes and communities. Healthy Child Healthy World’s 
vision is a world where every child has the opportunity 
to grow-up in a healthy and safe environment.   
To learn more, visit HealthyChild.org
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