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Dean has lost his ability to do simple math, 
like adding three plus three in his head. 

6-year-old Dean Pagan 
landed in the hospital 
with a 46 blood lead 
level from eating paint 
in his classroom.



So you’re thinking of investigating environmental 
hazards inside public schools?

Asthma triggers:
mold, rodents and 
cockroaches

Carcinogens:
asbestos fibers and 
silica dust

Toxins:
lead in water and 
damaged lead paint 
(and lead dust)



OK, how does your school district track problems 
and how is that data stored?
● Maintenance logs
● Work orders
● Asbestos surveys (AHERA)
● Drinking water survey and test results
● Building-level asthma numbers (# of students with asthma, # of attacks by 

month, # of times meds given)
● Paint and plaster surveys
● Facility Condition Assessments (FCAs)
● Renovation and construction contracts and budgets



The school district 
paid an engineering 
firm to rate its 300 
buildings from best 
to worst 

This became our first 
dataset



Some schools 
rated so poorly 
it would be 
cheaper to 
replace them, if 
only they had 
the land. 

Instead they 
patch and patch



School boards approve 
contractors for lead 
paint, asbestos, roofing 
and other repair work 

The district also tracks 
capital spending and 
makes plans years into 
the future



Our best data: We used school maintenance logs to 
come up the most rundown elementary schools and 
guide staffers to test.     (In Philly, it’s called the IEQ dashboard)

Here, JB Kelly elementary had moldy, damaged asbestos in a kindergarten room:



The IEQ, or Indoor 
Environmental 
Quality, database 
has many fields:

● School

● Room location

● Corrective 
action

● Repeat 
problem?

● Status. Fixed?



Photos can be vital. This is what a moldy pipe 
at JB Kelly looked like:



Lead paint (right) and 
mold growth (below)



Old buildings with water 
damage can release 
lead dust and 
deteriorate asbestos 
insulation.



Request copies of 
federally required 
AHERA reports on 
asbestos

This one shows damaged 
asbestos found in several areas 
during one school inspection: 



Ask your district if 
they’ve tested the 
water for lead

In Philly, little was reported about 
the school drinking water

We published all unsafe water 
outlets online, including ones they 
didn’t shut off because they just 
missed the limit



Where else can you get data on school conditions?

Local and State Health Departments

● Asthma rates; lead poisoning rates

● Asbestos permits or notifications

● Cafeteria inspections (rodents and cockroaches are asthma triggers)

● Asbestos complaints: Investigations, violations

● Data on asbestos contractors



The Health Department tracks asthma and so did the district



“Visible physical evidence of rodent activity (fresh and old 
mouse droppings) observed along the kitchen floor…”





Government/school data 
only took us so far. We 
wanted more.

So we spent a day at a lab 
learning how to take 
dust-wipe samples to test 
for lead and asbestos. 

But with no access to school 
buildings, we needed to 
enlist and train staffers.



Finding teachers willing to take samples for us 
was like...



We used a database of school salaries to identify 
teachers/staff in the worst schools with the worst 
classrooms. Then, we:

● Cold called

● Sent DMs through social media

● Chatted up teachers at union 
meetings and conferences



We purchased lab equipment and made testing kits with 
written instructions for teachers and staff



We taught them not only how to test but where to test, 
thanks to the data

For asbestos fibers, we relied heavily on school AHERA reports (Asbestos Hazard 
Emergency Response Act):



We asked teachers and staff to take photos of where they 
tested. This helped verify their work

Damaged 
asbestos tiles 
in a school 
auditorium



There was some trial and error...



For 
instance,
regular 
water 
bottles 
were fine 
and MUCH 
MORE 
DISCREET



This mom was upset that her 10-year-old daughter, who suffers from 
developmental delays and autistic spectrum disorder, regularly drank from a 
water fountain at her school that tested at 44.6 ppb.



8.5 million 
cancer-causing 
asbestos fibers 
in settled dust



These are asbestos results from an 
elementary school in South Philly.

Scary amounts of asbestos fibers:
● 4.5 million
● 1.89 million
● 4.1 million
● 567,000 
● 2.8 million
● 3.2 million
  OVER 100,000 is DANGER LIMIT







We got the crazy idea to test for silica. I’m 
not kidding. And we did…...








