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Mold, Rodent Droppings, Extreme Temperatures: Connecticut’s Schools Are Falling Apart and Making
Students and Teachers Sick
Vomiting, headaches, asthma, respiratory illnesses reported in new survey; negative impacts on learning are well-
documented

Students are vomiting and complaining of headaches and feeling like they are going to pass out.

1t’s too hot, it’s like teaching in a pizza oven, and our students are overheating.

Every morning, 1 find rodent feces in my pre-k classroom where students work and play.

There are high levels of mold in my classroom and in the building, making students and teachers sick.
Sometimes in the winter, it’s warmer outside.

These are just a few of the comments reported by teachers from across the state who responded to a new CEA
survey on environmental issues in their schools. The shocking findings highlight the need to address
environmental problems in Connecticut’s school buildings that jeopardize the health and safety of students and
teachers.

“From Stamford to Manchester and towns in between, teachers have been reporting illnesses related to
environmental problems within their schools,” says CEA President Jeff Leake. “There’s black mold, rodent
droppings, extreme heat and cold temperatures, dust, asbestos, and other issues that are putting our students and
teachers at risk every day.”

Teachers and students are reporting respiratory ailments, rashes, sinus issues, and constant coughs. Those with
asthma and allergies are facing more acute symptoms. The problem has grown so pervasive that many teachers
are forced to go out on leave and students are being sent home sick when they get overheated due to extreme heat
and humidity in the classrooms.

“We must take action to ensure the health and safety of everyone in our public schools,” says CEA Executive
Director Donald Williams. “This is not just a Connecticut problem. Nearly half of public school buildings across
the country have poor indoor-air quality, and teachers have the highest rate of asthma among non-industrial
occupations.”

Connecticut teachers reported water seeping up through floors, pouring down windows, and flooding classrooms
when it rains; they also reported moldy, stained, sagging, and broken ceiling tiles.

In one district, nearly 80 teachers contacted CEA about health-related issues and the possibility of filing workers’
compensation claims. In at least 10 other districts, CEA is representing members who have been exposed to mold
and other toxins.



Last year, at least two Connecticut schools, Westport’s Coleytown Middle School and Stamford’s Westover
Magnet Elementary School, were shut down due to dangerously high mold spore counts, and many more
buildings are being investigated.

The mold problem plaguing Stamford and Westport is not unique to these two towns. Mold and other
environmental concerns have been reported in Bridgeport, East Hartford, Manchester, Naugatuck, Orange, and
Ridgefield, and the list continues to grow.

“Health consequences from mold and dust can harm a person throughout their lifetime and children spend most of
their time at school when not at home,” says CEA legal counsel Melanie Kolek, who has been advising hundreds
of teachers suffering from workplace illnesses.

She adds, “One of the biggest problems is that dangerous mold and other hazards may not always be visible, but
that doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

Teacher thought to have allergies discovers real source of symptoms

Stratford teacher and 2011 Connecticut Teacher of the Year Kristen Record thought she suffered from seasonal
allergies, because every September, when she returned to school, her symptoms emerged. But two years ago, her
classroom flooded after a heavy rain, and everything—including the carpet—had to be removed. This time, when
she returned to school, her symptoms didn’t return.

“Imagine my shock as I slowly realized it wasn’t me who had been sick; it was my classroom. And if my room,
with its 20-year-old carpet, was sick, probably every other room with that same carpeting was too. I’ve become
keenly aware over the years of just how sick our schools can become. During the winter, kids and teachers wear
coats inside, and portable space heaters are used to bring classroom temperatures up above 60 degrees. In warm
months, we are sometimes sent home early because of the oppressive heat and humidity in our buildings. We have
mold in our carpets and dust in our air vents,” says Record.

More than half (53%) of teachers responding to the survey reported environmental conditions in their classrooms
that are not conducive to teaching and learning.

e 74% of teachers have experienced extreme hot and cold temperatures in their classrooms

o 48% reported damaged walls, ceiling tiles, carpeting, or vents in their classrooms

®  39% have experienced mold and mildew problems

o 30% reported rodent dropping in their classrooms

e 29% had leaking roofs

e 7% experienced chemical spills or smells in their buildings

e Other conditions mentioned in the survey of more than 1,200 teachers include insect infestation, exposure
to asbestos, fiberglass, and radon

“These numbers are shocking, and what’s even more troublesome is that even though teachers are reporting the
problems, they are not being properly addressed, and in some cases the problems are being handled with Band-
Aid fixes,” Leake explains.

Problems reported but not addressed

The survey found that 40% of teachers reported problems to their school administrator, but the issues were not
resolved or only partially resolved. Although teachers are protected under OSHA regulations, only 29 percent said
the problems they reported had been fully corrected. They are doing all they can to provide excellent instruction
despite these serious health concerns and disruptions in learning.

“Kids cough all day and have itchy eyes. It’s horrible,” one teacher wrote.
Another summed up the rodent problem: “Mouse urine and feces in the classroom, including on our carpets.

Sticky mouse traps under the radiators with mice sometimes stuck inside and squealing. Mice move along the
radiators while students are in the classroom.”



“Devastating cuts to our school budgets ultimately undermine staff, students and critical programs, and now we
are also seeing a direct impact on building facilities and maintenance,” said Williams. “As buildings get older,
more repairs are needs and budgets need to include adequate funding to keep them in working order, free from
toxins and other hazards that can cause health concerns for our children and teachers.”

Excessive heat causes illness, threatens learning

In the warmer months, excessive heat spreads into classrooms throughout the state.

“The temperature can sometimes go above 100 degrees inside the classroom, which is not conducive to learning,”
one teacher reported.

“It becomes hot like a sauna, 85 plus degrees,” indicated another.

“Excessive heat in the classroom is not just uncomfortable; it is dangerous,” says CEA President Jeff Leake.
“Excessive heat can lead to heat stroke, heat exhaustion, and dehydration and can cause greater health risks for
those who suffer from asthma, allergies, and other health-related conditions.”

Research also clearly shows the correlation between room temperatures and educational achievement. According
to a study of PSAT scores of 10 million students, moving from a school with no air-conditioned classrooms to a
school with all air-conditioned classrooms reduced the negative impact on test scores by approximately 78%.

A Harvard Kennedy School study found heat takes a toll on students, especially those from low-income and
minority groups. A University of Tulsa study found that lower classroom temperatures and improved air
ventilation improved learning ability and student performance by as much as 10% to 20%, and math scores rose
2.8% when temperatures fell from 78 degrees to 67 degrees.

“Sweltering heat and classrooms without air conditioning strip students of their ability to do their best work,” says
Leake. “When classrooms are too hot, students can't learn, and teachers can't teach.”

As part of phase one of CEA’s pilot program “Is My School Sick,” teachers across the state recorded the
temperature and humidity levels in their classrooms. In May and June of 2019, teachers at 33 schools in
Manchester, Bridgeport, Stamford, Region 10, and Stratford collected a large data sample confirming that
sweltering classrooms are indeed a problem in Connecticut schools.

The Connecticut Department of Public Health recommends keeping children indoors and somewhere cool in
extreme heat, but there are no laws, public health codes, or legal maximum indoor temperatures for public
schools. That’s not the case when it comes to standards for business and industry, where the state
recommendation for maximum indoor air temperature is 80.5 degrees.

In May and June, Connecticut did not experience an excessive heat wave or higher-than-normal temperatures, but
Fairfield County classrooms experienced 153 incidents of temperatures above 80.5 degrees:

. 22 days above 80.5 degrees at Bryant Elementary School in Bridgeport
. 22 days above 80.5 degrees at Thomas Hooker Elementary School in Bridgeport
. 10 days above 80.5 degrees at KT Murphy Elementary School in Stamford

In northwestern Connecticut, Lake Garda Elementary School and Har-Bur Middle School had a combined eight
incidents of temperatures above 80.5 degrees.

The highest indoor temperatures were recorded by teachers at Cross Elementary School in Bridgeport. The school
experienced six days of classroom temperatures over 100 degrees, with the highest temperature recorded at 108
degrees.

“Some of our schools are over 100 years old and are in dire need of maintenance,” says Bridgeport Education
Association President Gary Peluchette. “Others have windows that don’t fully open and classrooms can become
saunas forcing the district to dismiss school early.”



The majority of Bridgeport’s schools do not have air conditioning, but Peluchette says even in those that do,
maintenance is required to keep the units running, and that’s not always happening.

“The district doesn’t have the funds for maintenance of existing units,” he explains. “Large air conditioners have
been purchased, but the district says there are no funds to have them installed.”

Legislative solutions sought

“We treat our dogs better than we treat our students,” says Leake. “Kennels have maximum temperature limits,
but there are no laws or public health codes in Connecticut regarding excessive heat in school buildings, and that
must change.”

He adds, “The situation in our classrooms should raise the ire of every parent in the state of Connecticut, and they
should join us in calling on lawmakers to stop putting our children and our teachers at risk and to pass laws to
protect them from extreme temperatures in our schools.”

Phase two of the “Is My School Sick” program began in late August in Bridgeport, Stratford, Stamford, Region
10, and Naugatuck, and teachers will continue recording classroom temperatures through the winter months, as
many schools experience extreme cold temperatures, forcing students to wear coats and gloves and bring blankets
to class.

Leake concluded, “We need legislative solutions that will ensure a timely and appropriate response to health and
safety issues in our schools, including the presence of mold, lead, and extreme temperatures. We owe it to our
children and teachers to provide the best teaching and learning environment possible.”
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The Connecticut Education Association is Connecticut’s largest teachers’ union, representing active, retired, and
aspiring educators across the state.
For further information contact Nancy Andrews at 860-725-6317, nancya(@cea.org.
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