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        Custodian Joel Cruz cleans a desk in a classroom at Brubaker Elementary School, last month in Des Moines, Iowa. School districts are spending millions of dollars on specialized cleaning products and protocols to instill confidence that buildings are safe for in-person instruction.
AP Photo/Charlie Neibergall
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  Every Thursday at 11 a.m., Tulsa’s school facilities director, Sue Ann Bell, appears live on the district’s Facebook page to show parents the extraordinary and very expensive efforts her staff is making to fight off the coronavirus when students return.
In one episode that’s garnered more than 2,000 views, Bell, along with a Spanish-language translator, walks the glistening hallways of Anderson Elementary School, detailing how her staff has repeatedly scrubbed the walls, floors, lockers, and door handles, installed Plexiglas around the front office secretaries’ desks, and placed signage in the hallways urging students to stand six feet apart, wear a mask, and wash their hands.
She then enters the school’s now spaced-out library where a janitor hoses down chairs with BioSpray, a hospital-grade disinfectant known to kill 99.9 percent of bacteria.

            
                
                    
                        
    



                    
                
            

        

“We want to be ready,” Bell says, staring into the camera.
America’s schools are on average more than 44 years old, aging buildings that can host thriving colonies of bacteria, lead, and mold. Kids are often taught in classrooms that are either freezing cold or burning hot. Flu outbreaks are frequent.
Now, administrators are being asked to fight off the coronavirus, which causes COVID-19, a much more contagious and lethal airborne disease than the flu.
Over the last couple of months, directors of school facilities have gotten a crash course on the dynamics of building-air ventilation, personal protective equipment, and effective cleaning chemicals. They’re also wading into public relations work, deployed by their bosses to be the messengers-in-chief on health and safety protocols.

            
                
                    
                        
    
    




                    
                
            

        

Bell, who manages a sprawling portfolio of real estate, has seen all sorts of things during her 25 years tending to Tulsa’s 82 schools, including tornados, floods, and dust storms. (“You never know what Mother Nature is going to throw at you,” she said.)
See Also: What Needs to Change Inside School Buildings Before They ReopenBut nothing, she said, comes close to the coronavirus. The research keeps evolving, the guidance keeps changing, and parents’ fears keep ramping up.
“I’m working seven days a week trying to prepare for this,” Bell said.  “My mind is constantly asking, ‘What are the areas that we’re not thinking about?’ and that’s what keeps me up at night.”
Days before schools were set to open for hybrid learning, Tulsa’s school board voted to keep buildings closed until the local infection rate declines.

  Air Ventilation Needs Are ‘Urgent’


The coronavirus, several researchers have concluded, spreads more rapidly in crowded, poorly ventilated areas where there’s heavy breathing or shouting and can stay in the air and on surfaces for several hours.
With students returning to school, even in smaller groups on a part-time basis, experts have raised concerns that school buildings will only exacerbate infection rates.

            
                
                    
                        
    
    




                    
                
            

        

The hallways are narrow, classroom space is limited, and students, loud and rambunctious, touch everything, including each other. Not all schools are, or will, require students to wear masks, despite compelling evidence that face coverings are one of the best preventions against spread of the virus.
Districts have been required by states to overhaul their cleaning strategies and they’ve pledged to more frequently deep-clean buildings.
Their primary concern, though, is air ventilation.
The U.S. Government Accountability Office said in a report in June that, in order to prevent the spread of the coronavirus, more than 41 percent of school districts need to update or replace their heating, ventilation, and air conditioning systems in at least half their schools.
“The need is urgent,” said Corey Metzger, the chair of the schools team for ASHRAE’s epidemic task force. ASHRAE, a professional group for heating, refrigerating, and air-conditioning engineers, has put out guidance for schools to prepare for the coronavirus.
Metzger runs an engineering consulting firm in Ames, Iowa, that designs schools and helps school administrators keep their buildings up to code. This summer, he said, several districts have asked his team to help upgrade ventilation systems, a process that can run anywhere between 50 cents to $50 a square foot. Others see the price tag, gawk, and decide to open up their poorly ventilated schools anyway.

  Cash for Facilities Is Scarce


All the readying it takes to reopen school buildings comes at a steep price many districts can ill afford.
Spending on facilities is one of the most inequitable and insufficiently funded corners of school finance.
A study in 2016 showed that the average school needs more than $4.5 million worth of repairs. Because more than 80 percent of capital costs are funded locally, whether a district has money to upgrade a building depends mostly on whether the surrounding taxpayers think it’s a good idea.
With districts facing sizeable budget cuts in the coming months, many administrators have either frozen or cut their school building maintenance costs, a less noticeable measure than teacher layoffs.
In 2015, voters in Tulsa passed a $415 million bond for the district, which serves a student population that is more than 80 percent low-income and 59 percent Black and Latino. A panel that monitors the spending of that bond this summer expanded its rules to allow for administrators to upgrade several of their schools’ ventilation systems, which cost the district around $2.7 million.
The district this summer also purchased 148 static sprayers, each costing $1,500 each, and $650,000 worth of new cleaning supplies, chemicals, and hand sanitizer, said Nolberto Delgadillo, the district’s chief financial officer. He said he also anticipates having to pay for staff training and possibly overtime hours for maintenance workers.

            
                
                    
                        
    
    




                    
                
            

        

The district this year has already cut $20 million from its budget and, without an infusion of federal emergency aid from Congress, anticipates more cutting soon.

  Communications Is a Big Part of the Job


Bell and the district’s communications department decided to start the Facebook live sessions after hearing concerns among parents that school buildings won’t be safe.
During the sessions, which last around 20 minutes and take place throughout the city, Bell talks to bus drivers, maintenance workers, and HVAC contractors about ways they plan to prevent the spread of the virus.
She opens doors to show cabinets stocked with containers of disinfectant wipes now accessible to teachers, walks through classrooms to show spaced-out desks, and describes all the new chemicals they use to keep buildings germ-free. Throughout the sessions, which have garnered thousands of views, parents pepper her with questions about reopening plans.
“We want families to know that we’re doing things differently this year,” she said.
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                A student at The Social Justice Public Charter School in Washington raises two fingers in answer to a question during an in-person English language arts class. Although some students are attending classes in the school building, others are still learning virtually.
            

            
            
            
                AP Photo/Jacquelyn Martin
            

            

        

        
    
    

    
    




  

  
    
    
      
        

        School & District Management

        
      

      
    
    

    
      How Hybrid Learning Is (and Is Not) Working During COVID-19: 6 Case Studies
    

    

    

    


    
      
        
                Mark Lieberman, November 11, 2020

                •

                

          
            17 min read

          

          
        

      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  



  


                    
                
            
        

        

        
    
      
  View Collection
  
  
  

    



    






            

        

        
    




    
        
    Most Popular Stories


    



    

    

    
        
        
            
                
                    
                        
  
    
  

  
    

    
    
    
        
    
    
    
    
        
            
        
    

    
        
            
        
    

    

    
    
    
    
                

            
        
    

    
        

    

    
    
     







    

    
    
        
        
            Open image caption
            
        
        
            
            Close image caption
            
            
            
            
            
                Mary Hassdyk for Education Week
            

            

        

        
    
    

    
    




  

  
    
    
      
        

        Equity & Diversity

        
      

      
        Explainer
      
    
    

    
      What Is Critical Race Theory, and Why Is It Under Attack?
    

    

    

    


    
      
        
                Stephen Sawchuk, May 18, 2021

                •

                

          
            10 min read

          

          
        

      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  



  


                    
                
                    
                        
  
    
  

  
    

    
    
    
        
    
    
    
    
        
            
        
    

    
        
            
        
    

    

    
    
    
    
                

            
        
    

    
        

    

    
    
     







    

    
    
        
        
            Open image caption
            
        
        
            
            Close image caption
            
            
            
            
            
                 Education Week + John Minchillo/AP + iStock/Getty Images
            

            

        

        
    
    

    
    




  

  
    
    
      
        

        Science

        
      

      
        Opinion
      
    
    

    
      The Solar Eclipse Is Coming. How to Make It a Learning Opportunity
    

    

    

    


    
      
        
                Dennis Schatz & Andrew Fraknoi, March 8, 2024

                •

                

          
            3 min read

          

          
        

      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  



  


                    
                
                    
                        
  
    
  

  
    

    
    
    
        
    
    
    
    
        
            
        
    

    
        
            
        
    

    

    
    
    
    
                

            
        
    

    
        

    

    
    
     







    

    
    
        
        
            Open image caption
            
        
        
            
            Close image caption
            
            
            
            
            
                Laura Baker and Vanessa Solis/Education Week via Canva
            

            

        

        
    
    

    
    




  

  
    
    
      
        

        Teaching Profession

        
      

      
        The State of Teaching
      
    
    

    
      DATA: 5 Key Insights Into America's Teachers
    

    

    

    


    
      
        
                Alex Harwin & Laura Baker, March 6, 2024

                •

                

          
            2 min read

          

          
        

      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  



  


                    
                
            
        

        

        
    


    





    
        
    Related


    



    

    

    
        
        
            
                
                    
                        
  
    
  

  
    

    
    
    
        
    
    
    
    
        
            
        
    

    
        
            
        
    

    

    
    
    
    
                

            
        
    

    
        

    

    
    
     







    

    
    
        
        
            Open image caption
            
        
        
            
            Close image caption
            
            
            
            
            
                iStock / Getty Images Plus
            

            

        

        
    
    

    
    




  

  
    
    
      
        

        School Climate & Safety

        
      

      
    
    

    
      Want to Tackle Attendance Apathy? Students Will Show You How
    

    

    

    


    
      
        
                Olina Banerji, March 4, 2024

                •

                

          
            5 min read

          

          
        

      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  



  


                    
                
            
        

        

        
    


    





    
        
    Resources


    



    

    

    
        
        
            
                
                    
                        
  
    
  

  
    

    
    
    
        
    
    
    
    
        
            
        
    

    
        
            
        
    

    

    
    
    
    
                

            
        
    

    
        

    

    
    
     







    

    
    
        
        
            Open image caption
            
        
        
            
            Close image caption
            
            
            
            
            
                Chris Ferenzi for Education Week
            

            

        

        
    
    

    
    




  

  
    
    
      
        
            
              This content is provided by our sponsor. It is not written by and does not necessarily reflect the views of Education Week's editorial staff.


                Sponsor
            

        

        School Climate & Safety

        
      

      
        Video
      
    
    

    
      Safeguarding Students: Preventing the Inevitable
    

    

    
    
        
        
            
                Content provided by The Safeguarding Company
            
        

        

        

        
    

    

    


    
      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  



  


                    
                
            
        

        

        
    


    




    



    


            

        


        
        
    
  
    
      
        Sign Up for The Savvy Principal

      
      
        Get our weekly newsletter just for principals.

      
      

        
          
            
        
    Email*
    


        

    



          
            

          
            

          
        

        Sign up

        
          Thank you for subscribing.

        

      

    

  
  


  
    
    Events


    



  

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
                
                    
  
    
      
        
          Mar
        
        
          28
        
      

       
            Thu., March 28, 2024, 2:00 p.m. - 6:00 p.m. ET
        

    

  

  

  
    
    
      
        

        Jobs

        
      

      
    
    

    
      Virtual Career Fair for Teachers and K-12 Staff
    

    
        Find teaching jobs and other jobs in K-12 education at the EdWeek Top School Jobs virtual career fair.

    

    
    
        

        

        
        
            
                
                
                    
  Register
  
  
  

                

                
            

            
            
                Thu., March 28, 2024, 2:00 p.m. - 6:00 p.m. ET
            
            
        

        
    

    

    


    
      
        

          
        

      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  
    

  



                
            
          

        
          
            
                
                    
  
    
      
        
          Mar
        
        
          14
        
      

       
            Thu., March 14, 2024, 2:00 p.m. - 4:00 p.m. ET
        

    

  

  

  
    
    
      
        

        Recruitment & Retention

        
      

      
        K-12 Essentials Forum
      
    
    

    
      Building a Diverse Staff to Improve Equity and Student Outcomes
    

    
        Join this free virtual event to get up to speed on the pivotal role of diversity in K-12 education.

    

    
    
        

        

        
        
            
                
                
                    
  Register
  
  
  

                

                
            

            
            
                Thu., March 14, 2024, 2:00 p.m. - 4:00 p.m. ET
            
            
        

        
    

    

    


    
      
        

          
        

      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  
    

  



                
            
          

        
          
            
                
                    
  
    
      
        
          Mar
        
        
          15
        
      

       
            Fri., March 15, 2024, 2:00 p.m. - 3:00 p.m. ET
        

    

  

  

  
    
    
      
        

        Student Achievement

        
      

      
        Webinar
      
    
    

    
      Closing the Learning Gaps: Acceleration for ALL
    

    
        Struggling to close the achievement gap? Join this webinar for actionable strategies that embrace acceleration for ALL learners!

    

    
    
        

        

        
        
            
                
                
                    
  Register
  
  
  

                

                
            

            
            
                Fri., March 15, 2024, 2:00 p.m. - 3:00 p.m. ET
            
            
        

        
    

    

    


    
      
        

          
        

      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  
    

  



                
            
          

        
      
    
  


  
    
      
  See More Events
  
  
  

    




    
        
    EdWeek Top School Jobs


    



    

    


    
        
        
            
            
                
                
  
    Teacher Jobs

  

  
        Search over ten thousand teaching jobs nationwide — elementary, middle, high school and more.

  

  
    
      
  View Jobs
  
    
      
    
  
  
  

    
  



                
            

            
            
                
                
  
    Principal Jobs

  

  
        Find hundreds of jobs for principals, assistant principals, and other school leadership roles.

  

  
    
      
  View Jobs
  
    
      
    
  
  
  

    
  



                
            

            
            
                
                
  
    Administrator Jobs

  

  
        Over a thousand district-level jobs: superintendents, directors, more.

  

  
    
      
  View Jobs
  
    
      
    
  
  
  

    
  



                
            

            
            
                
                
  
    Support Staff Jobs

  

  
        Search thousands of jobs, from paraprofessionals to counselors and more.

  

  
    
      
  View Jobs
  
    
      
    
  
  
  

    
  



                
            

            
        
        
    


    
        
        
  Create Your Own Job Search
  
    
      
    
  
  
  

        

    


  
    
    Read Next


    



  

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
  

  

  
    
    
      
        

        School Climate & Safety

        
      

      
        Opinion
      
    
    

    
      What Do Restorative Practices Look Like in Schools?
    

    
        Such practices teach students how to resolve disputes amicably, own their actions, and be empathetic and forgiving.

    

    

    


    
      
        
                Larry Ferlazzo

                •

                

          
            9 min read

          

          
        

      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  
    

    
    
    
        
    
    
    
    
        
            
        
    

    
        
            
        
    

    

    
    
    
    
                

            
        
    

    
        

    

    
    
     







    

    
    
        
        
            Open image caption
            
        
        
            
            Close image caption
            
            
            
            
            
                iStock/Getty
            

            

        

        
    
    

    
    




  



            
          

        
          
            
              
  

  

  
    
    
      
        

        School Climate & Safety

        
      

      
    
    

    
      School Dress Codes Often Target Girls. What Happens When Male Teachers Have to Enforce Them?
    

    
        Male teachers say the task can put them in a risky and uncomfortable position.

    

    

    


    
      
        
                Alex Harwin & Sarah D. Sparks

                •

                

          
            11 min read

          

          
        

      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  
    

    
    
    
        
    
    
    
    
        
            
        
    

    
        
            
        
    

    

    
    
    
    
                

            
        
    

    
        

    

    
    
     







    

    
    
        
        
            Open image caption
            
        
        
            
            Close image caption
            
            
            
            
            
                Laura Baker/Education Week via Canva
            

            

        

        
    
    

    
    




  



            
          

        
          
            
              
  

  

  
    
    
      
        

        School Climate & Safety

        
      

      
    
    

    
      Are School Buses Safe? An Expert Explains
    

    
        A perennial concern is getting new attention. 

    

    

    


    
      
        
                Elizabeth Heubeck

                •

                

          
            4 min read

          

          
        

      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  
    

    
    
    
        
    
    
    
    
        
            
        
    

    
        
            
        
    

    

    
    
    
    
                

            
        
    

    
        

    

    
    
     







    

    
    
        
        
            Open image caption
            
        
        
            
            Close image caption
            
            
            
            
            
                Brandy Taylor / iStock / Getty Images Plus
            

            

        

        
    
    

    
    




  



            
          

        
          
            
              
  

  

  
    
    
      
        

        School Climate & Safety

        
      

      
    
    

    
      A School Removed Bathroom Mirrors to Keep Students From Making TikToks. Will It Work?
    

    
        The desperate strategy for keeping students in class illuminates the challenge schools face in competing with social media. 

    

    

    


    
      
        
                Elizabeth Heubeck

                •

                

          
            5 min read

          

          
        

      
    
        
            
                
                    
    
  
    Remove
    
    Save to favorites
  




                
            
        
    
  



  
    

    
    
    
        
    
    
    
    
        
            
        
    

    
        
            
        
    

    

    
    
    
    
                

            
        
    

    
        

    

    
    
     







    

    
    
        
        
            Open image caption
            
        
        
            
            Close image caption
            
            
            
            
            
                iStock/Getty
            

            

        

        
    
    

    
    




  



            
          

        
      
    
  


  
    
    
        
        
        
  Load More ▼
  
  
  

        

        
    
    



    
      
        Sign Up & Sign In

      
      
        Create a free account to save your favorite articles, follow important topics, sign up for email newsletters, and more.

      

      
  Create Account
  
  
  

    

    
      
        
        
    
    
    
    
        
            
    
            

    

    
        

    

        
    

    
        
            
    
            

    

    
        

    

        
    

    

    
    
    
    
            

    

    
        

    

    
    
     







        
      
    
    





        
  
    
      
        
      
      
    


    
      
  
    
      	
    About Us
  
	Our Organization 
    

	Our History
    

	Our People
    

	Careers at EdWeek
    



    
      	
    Contact Us
  
	Letters to the Editor
    

	Help/FAQ
    

	Customer Service
    

	Contact the Newsroom
    



    
      	
    Get EdWeek
  
	Subscriptions
    

	Newsletters & Alerts
    

	Group Subscriptions
    

	Content Licensing & Permissions
    



    
      	
    Do Business With Us
  
	Advertising & Marketing Solutions
          
        
    

	Recruitment & Job Advertising
          
        
    

	K-12 Market Intelligence
          
        
    

	Custom Research
          
        
    



    
  

    
  


  
    
      
        
  
    High contrast
  


        
        
          
  
    
      	
    ©2024 Editorial Projects in Education, Inc.
  


    
      	
    Terms of Use
  


    
      	
    Privacy Policy
  


    
  

        
      

    

    
      
        
          
  
    	 
  twitter


	 
  instagram


	 
  youtube


	 
  facebook


	 
  linkedin




  



        
      

    
  



        
    
